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Explain and deep dive stigmatization. What are the psychological pillars? List 22 
examples of stigmatizing.

Stigmatization is a powerful social phenomenon that involves the discrediting and 
shaming of individuals or groups based on certain attributes. It's a "mark" or a 
"stain" that sets someone apart from societal norms, leading to negative attitudes, 
prejudice, and discrimination.

Erving Goffman, a prominent sociologist, famously described stigma as an 
attribute that is "deeply discrediting." When an individual possesses such an 
attribute, they are reduced in our minds from a whole and usual person to a 
tainted, discounted one. This process involves a discrepancy between an 
individual's "virtual social identity" (the identity we anticipate they have) and their 
"actual social identity" (the identity revealed by their stigmatized attribute).

Deep Dive into Stigmatization:

Stigmatization isn't just about individual negative thoughts; it operates at multiple 
levels:

1. Stereotypes: These are generalized beliefs, often negative and inaccurate, 
about a group of people. For example, "people with mental illness are 
dangerous."

2. Prejudice: This is the adoption of negative attitudes and emotional reactions 
(like fear, anger, disgust) towards individuals or groups based on these 
stereotypes.

3. Discrimination: This is the behavioral response to prejudice, where individuals 
are treated unfairly or denied opportunities due to their stigmatized attribute. 
This can manifest as social exclusion, withholding of help, or even violence.
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The Psychological Pillars of Stigmatization:

While psychology often categorizes its core domains differently (e.g., biological, 
cognitive, developmental, social/personality, mental & physical health), when 
discussing stigmatization specifically, several psychological concepts and 
processes are fundamental:

1. Social Cognition & Attribution Theory:

Categorization: Humans naturally categorize information to make sense of 
the world. Stigmatization begins with categorizing individuals into "us" and 
"them" based on a perceived difference.

Stereotyping: Once categorized, individuals are often assigned 
generalized traits associated with that category. These stereotypes are 
often oversimplified and resistant to change.

Attribution: People try to understand the causes of others' behavior or 
conditions. When an attribute is seen as controllable or a result of personal 
failing (e.g., "they brought it on themselves"), it often elicits more negative 
judgments and stronger stigmatization. Conversely, if it's seen as 
uncontrollable (e.g., a genetic condition), there might be more pity but still 
a tendency to distance.

2. Social Identity Theory:

In-group/Out-group Dynamics: People derive part of their self-esteem 
from the groups they belong to (in-groups). To maintain a positive social 
identity, they may denigrate or stigmatize out-groups (those they don't 
belong to). This creates a sense of superiority for the in-group.

Threat Perception: Stigmatized groups can be perceived as a threat to the 
in-group's values, resources, or social order, leading to increased 
prejudice and discrimination.

3. Learned Associations & Conditioning:

Media Portrayals: Media often reinforces negative stereotypes, 
associating certain groups with undesirable traits (e.g., linking mental 
illness to violence in movies). This repeated exposure can lead to implicit 
biases and negative associations.
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Social Learning: Children and adults learn stigmatizing attitudes and 
behaviors from their families, peers, and cultural environment.

4. Emotional Responses:

Fear and Disgust: These emotions are often elicited by attributes 
perceived as dangerous, contagious, or violating social norms. Fear can 
lead to avoidance, while disgust can lead to social exclusion.

Anger and Contempt: When an attribute is seen as a moral failing or a 
deliberate choice, it can evoke anger and contempt, leading to punitive 
discrimination.

5. Self-Perception & Internalization:

Self-Stigma (Internalized Stigma): When individuals from stigmatized 
groups internalize negative societal beliefs about themselves. This can 
lead to low self-esteem, shame, reduced hope, and a reluctance to seek 
help or pursue opportunities.

Perceived Stigma: The belief (whether accurate or not) that others will 
judge you negatively for a certain trait. This can lead to anticipation of 
discrimination and social withdrawal.

6. Power Dynamics:

Stigmatization often occurs in contexts of power imbalance, where 
dominant groups have the ability to define what is "normal" and to enforce 
social sanctions against those who deviate.

22 Examples of Stigmatizing:

Stigmatization can apply to a vast array of human characteristics and conditions. 
Here are 22 examples:

1. Mental Illness: Labeling someone as "crazy," "unstable," or "dangerous" due 
to a psychiatric diagnosis (e.g., schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, depression).

2. Addiction: Viewing individuals with substance use disorders as "morally 
weak," "failures," or "criminals."

3. Obesity: Stereotyping obese individuals as "lazy," "lacking self-control," or 
"unattractive."
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4. Poverty/Homelessness: Blaming individuals for their economic 
circumstances, assuming they are "lazy," "undeserving," or "addicts."

5. Physical Disabilities: Assuming someone with a physical disability is also 
intellectually impaired, treating them as childlike, or excluding them from 
activities.

6. HIV/AIDS: Shunning or fearing individuals with HIV/AIDS due to misinformation 
about transmission or moral judgments about their lifestyle.

7. Certain Diseases: Stigmatizing individuals with highly visible or 
misunderstood diseases like leprosy, certain skin conditions, or even highly 
contagious diseases (e.g., Ebola, early COVID-19).

8. Sexual Orientation: Discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals, using slurs, or 
denying them rights and opportunities.

9. Gender Identity: Misgendering individuals, denying their chosen identity, or 
discriminating against transgender or non-binary people.

10. Race/Ethnicity: Racial profiling, making assumptions about intelligence or 
behavior based on race, or using racial slurs.

11. Religion/Belief System: Prejudiced views or discrimination against individuals 
based on their religious affiliation (e.g., Islamophobia, antisemitism).

12. Unemployment: Judging individuals who are unemployed as "unmotivated" or 
"a drain on society."

13. Criminal Record: Perpetually labeling someone as a "criminal" even after they 
have served their time, making it difficult for them to reintegrate into society.

14. Age (Ageism): Stereotyping older adults as "senile" or "irrelevant," or younger 
people as "irresponsible" or "entitled."

15. Body Modifications: Judging or discriminating against individuals with visible 
tattoos or piercings as "unprofessional" or "rebellious."

16. Single Parenthood: Stereotyping single parents, particularly mothers, as 
"irresponsible" or their children as "disadvantaged."

17. Refugee/Immigrant Status: Negative stereotypes and discrimination based on 
country of origin, assuming all are "illegal" or "a burden."
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18. Unconventional Lifestyles: Stigmatizing individuals who choose alternative 
lifestyles, such as nomadic living or certain subcultures.

19. Educational Background: Looking down upon or dismissing individuals who 
did not attend college or have vocational training.

20. Speech Impediments: Mocking or belittling individuals with stutters or other 
speech differences.

21. Facial Differences/Disfigurements: Staring, avoiding, or making negative 
comments about individuals with visible facial differences.

22. Infertility: Shaming or blaming individuals for their inability to conceive, 
particularly in cultures where procreation is highly valued.

AI-01802 Stigmatization 5


