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Reducing Stigma and Discrimination in the Health Sector: 
The Role of Health Workers 
 
“Far too often, the health-care system itself—including doctors, nurses, and staff responsible 
for the care and treatment of people living with HIV—are prime agents of HIV-related stigma 
and discrimination.”1  
 
The problem of stigma and discrimination 
 
The most vulnerable people around the world often face stigma and discrimination from the 
very health workers who have been mobilized to provide health services and care. This runs 
counter to the mission and values of health workers, as people decrease their health-seeking 
behavior and receive inadequate care or none at all, leaving those stigmatized even more 
vulnerable to ill-health. These attitudes and behaviors are often not a reflection of ill will 
among health workers, but rather of such factors as lack of information and structural 
conditions such as unsafe working conditions.  These factors – and therefore the harmful 
behavior they promote – can and must be changed.   
 
What can health workers do? 
 
Health workers themselves can take the initiative to change the conditions that contribute to 
discrimination and other violations of patients’ rights.  They can insist upon and themselves 
organization and conduct trainings, educate themselves, their peers, and their patients on 
patient rights, and sensitize themselves by reaching out to members of marginalized groups.  
Health workers can also advocate for policies that will address discrimination and protect 
patients’ rights, such as championing the inclusion of the right to health in health worker pre-
service and in-service training, the development of patient rights charters and effective 
enforcement mechanisms, improvements in health workplace safety, and the creation of 
initiatives to increase structured interactions among health workers and members of 
stigmatized groups to build mutual understanding. 
 
Health professional regulatory bodies and health professional associations should create a 
professional culture of respect for all community members and their rights.  Health worker 
councils, or as appropriate other regulatory bodies, should ensure that health workers’ 
professional development requirements include education to reduce stigma and 
discrimination and respect for confidentiality and other patient rights, collaborate with civil 
society organizations to develop these trainings, and work with health and educational 
authorities to require that such training be incorporated into pre-service education.  They 
should also require that professionals respect the rights of all individuals, including by 
developing enforcement mechanisms to properly penalize those who violate these rights.  

                                                
1 UNAIDS, 2008 Report on the global AIDS epidemic (2008), at 77.  Available at: 
http://www.unaids.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/HIVData/GlobalReport/2008/2008_Global_report.asp. 
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• Health worker education and training 
 

o Participation - To create a stigma-free environment throughout the health facility, 
all staff should participate in stigma-reduction exercises. Trained facilitators in 
respected positions or trained peer educators can present lessons in an 
environment that allows participants to comfortably share their thoughts and 
experiences with others. 

o Accurate information - Health workers should seek to receive accurate disease, 
disability, and population information. Health workers should learn how to 
approach such issues in a respectful, non-judgmental manner. 

o Understanding patient rights - Health workers should seek to understand patient 
rights, the importance of protecting them, and the ways in which they can do so. 
Health workers can recall their profession’s credo – which supports the rights of 
patients, outlines the responsibilities of health workers, and prescribes service 
free from discrimination – as well as the mission of the health sector of which they 
are a part.  

o Responding to patient needs/Community services - Health workers should ensure 
that they are informed of community services and organizations that provide legal 
or social support for vulnerable patients. Health workers can then direct patients 
to appropriate services.  

 
• Structural interventions 
 

o Create a safe environment for health workers and patients – Health facilities 
managers should make every effort to ensure the availability of sufficient stocks of 
necessary material such as drugs, gloves, syringes, needle disposal bins, and hand 
washing stations to enable health workers to provide quality care and practice 
effective infection prevention and control. Facilities should be accessible and safe 
for all patients, providing necessary accommodations for people with disabilities 
and private spaces for patient consultations, exams, and counseling. Health 
managers should also attend to the physical and psychosocial health needs of 
health workers, as caring for the health workers can encourage and enable health 
workers to be caring towards their patients.2 

o Create stigma- and discrimination-free environments -  Health workers must avoid 
discriminatory practices, including using distinguishing marks such as writing 
“HIV+” on a patient’s chart or segregating patients within a health facility based 
on disease status, except where isolation is medically necessary and the 
recommended practice.  Managers should ensure that the environment encourages 
respect for patient rights among both health workers and patients.  For example, 
as part of an intervention to address stigma and discrimination in hospitals, chairs 
were placed in hospital waiting rooms to increase patient socialization and foster 
solidarity among the HIV-positive and HIV-negative patients.3  

                                                
2 For example, Pranakorn-Sri-Ayutthaya Hospital in Ayutthaya, Thailand, has an extensive program to ensure the 
health and safety of health workers, including health worker check-ups, health education programs, fitness 
programs, and more, and actively monitors and seeks to improve employee satisfaction. Powerpoint presentation 
by hospital’s human resource management to Board of the Global Health Workforce Alliance, Jan. 31, 2010, 
Ayutthaya, Thailand.  
3 Khuat Thi Hai Oanh, Kim Ashburn, Julie Pulerwitz, Jessica Ogden & Laura Nyblade (Institute for Social 
Development Studies, International Center for Research on Women, Horizons Program), Improving hospital-based 
quality of care in Vietnam by reducing HIV-related stigma and discrimination (2008), at 18. Available at: 
http://www.popcouncil.org/pdfs/horizons/Vietnam_HospitalStigmaReduction.pdf. 
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o Health workforce policies should support patient care – Health workers should 
encourage policies that ensure a diverse health workforce with members who can 
identify with the populations being served.  This can make patients feel more 
comfortable seeking care.  All staff should wear identification badges so that 
patients can easily identify staff members. 

 
• Empowering patients 

 
o Informing patients of their rights – Patients may not be aware of their health-

related rights, or what to do if their rights have been violated. Health workers 
should ensure that information on rights and complaint processes are prominently 
located in the facilities in which they work, can themselves talk to patients about 
their rights, and can participate and lead in community efforts to educate people 
about their rights. 

o Providing comprehensive information - For patients to be empowered to make 
health decisions, health workers should provide them comprehensive information 
about their health and available treatments in a manner that is easily understood 
and empathetic.  


