
 
 

Reducing Stigma and Discrimination in the Health Sector: 
The Role of Civil Society 
 
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 civil society do? 
 
Community groups 
Mobilize community campaigns to raise awareness about patient rights, available services, 
and the need to reduce stigma and discrimination in the health sector. Collaborate with the 
health sector to build trust and understanding between health workers and community 
members, including between health workers and members of groups that face stigma and 
discrimination in the health sector. Facilitate health service users whose rights have been 
violated in using complaint mechanisms. Work to increase health workers’ awareness of 
available services for community members and when to refer patients to these services.  
 
Advocacy groups 
Champion efforts to encourage policymakers in the health and other sectors to develop and 
implement policies (including legal reforms) that support human rights and reduce stigma and 
discrimination, overall and within the health sector.  Work with community and other leaders, 
as well as appropriate legal, law enforcement, and regulatory authorities, to support these 
policies. Encourage the introduction and strengthening of other policies and actions to secure 
quality health services for marginalized populations, such as adequate health funding and 
strategies to enable community members – including members of marginalized populations – 
to have structured opportunities to evaluate and inform their local health services.  
Collaborate with members of stigmatized groups to help ensure that they have a voice in 
health policy and services. 
 
Media 
Disseminate messages about the negative effects of stigma on health, individuals, and 
populations. Work with other members of civil society, as well as government, on community 
awareness campaigns. Use diverse media channels to raise awareness of human rights – 
including the right to health and patient rights – to provide accurate information about 
stigmatized groups to reduce the ignorance that contributes to stigma and discrimination, and 
to help people see members of marginalized groups as human beings who have the same 
inherent dignity and deserve the same respect as all people. 


