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Introduction 

Quality healthcare should be available for everyone around the world; however, beyond 

treatment accessibility there is another threatening issue in terms of healthcare, namely social 

stigma, and biases. Treatment is one of the most stigmatised phenomena, resulting not only in 

the lack of seeking medical services, but also the refusal of those.  Individuals often take the 

risk of not having the adequate help in order to avoid discrimination of society. Another very 

important aspect of stigmatization is the discrimination in facilities by healthcare workers.  

The fields where these biases are the most 

prominently present and thus needs the 

greatest consideration are mental health and 

refusal due to religious reasons and distinction 

due to certain stereotyped diseases (for 

instance HIV and leprosy). Therefore, the 

mission of this committee is to establish a plan of action, with which these issues can be tackled 

so as to decrease mortality and build a better future.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Social Stigma – the negative association or discrimination against a person or group of people 

based on perceivable social characteristics that serve to distinguish them from other 

members of society. In context of health this may be a specific disease.  

Serious Mental Illnesses (SMIs) – a small subset of 300 mental disorders listed in the DMS 

that causes serious functional impairment that substantially interferes with or limits one 

or more major life activities. These illnesses include bipolar disorder, severe depressive 

disorder, schizophrenia, etc.  
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Discrimination – the intended or accomplished differential treatment of persons or social 

groups for reasons of certain generalized traits. 

HIV – in full human immunodeficiency virus, a retrovirus that attacks and gradually destroys the 

immune system, leaving the host unprotected against infection. 

LGBTQ+ community – a group of persons who identify as lesbian, gay (in the narrow sense of 

being a male who is sexually or romantically attracted to other males), bisexual, 

transgender, or queer and who feel some degree of empathy and solidarity with each other 

based on their shared experience of prejudice, discrimination, and disrespect or their 

awareness of the historical and contemporary oppression of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) persons. 

Seasonal Affective Disorder – mood disorder characterized by recurring depression in autumn 

and winter, separated by non-depressive periods and episodes in spring and summer. 

 

General Overview 

Even though WHO is currently dealing with the problem of achieving Universal Healthcare 

Coverage, the issue of social stigma renders it impossible. Stigma in healthcare is present in 

three forms: patients may not receive the needed treatment due to social biases, individuals 

often refuse them because of the fear of labelling, and patients with certain diseases are often 

exposed to discrimination. The complexity of stigma is shown to be well-known; however, it is 

one of the most challenging issues to overcome in terms of healthcare. 

 

MENTAL HEALTH 

Mental illnesses are one of the most threatening issues of our century and between the ages of 

10 and 34 suicide is the second leading cause of death. Studies showed that 1 in every 5 adults 

and 1 in every 6 children suffer from a mental disorder in America. Even though the public 

precision of these illnesses is slowly experiencing a paradigm shift, seeking treatment is still 

heavily stigmatized and mental disorders are frequently denied. Another study has shown that 

only 36.2% of individuals with common mental health problems receive treatment. Another issue 

to combat is the fact that men are significantly less likely to seek out and receive the needed 

medical help in terms of mental illnesses as only 9% of the total number of patients in treatment 

are men. 

However, those who do receive treatment and are suffering from a serious mental illness are 

heavily stereotyped. Mental health stigma can prevent people from reintegrating into society 
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(for example they might experience discrimination at work and unemployment) and receive the 

support of others who can help in their recovery journey. One of the most typical labels of people 

dealing with mental health problems that still appears in society is calling them “crazy”. Another 

politicized stereotype is that those with mental illnesses are often declared violent and 

dangerous, despite the fact that it is only true for a small minority. The result of this is that 9 

out of every 10 people with mental disorders face social stigmas in their everyday lives and 

experience the negative effects of discrimination. This can not only influence their decision to 

seek help, but in other cases can also affect their illnesses and make their symptoms worse.   

 

 

RELIGIOUS REFUSAL OF MEDICAL TREATMENT 

Numerous groups following certain religions refuse the totality or some forms of healthcare and 

treatment as a result of their beliefs and obligations, which draws a conflict between patients 

and the ethical obligations of medical workers. In order to overcome these religious stigmas, a 

deeper understanding is required of the beliefs and values of various religious group. The base 

of the issue is the fact that for those following one, explanations and answers have been 

provided by their religion for centuries; and therefore, the significant improvement of healthcare 

over the past decades are often not welcomed and are being rejected. Specific examples include 

the rejection of certain medications and psychological treatment (as the validity of diagnoses 

made is rather controversial; therefore, mental stigma is prominently present in church 

communities) by Evangelicals, the refusal of blood transfusion of Jehovah’s Witnesses, which 
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in extreme cases have even led to the death of new-born babies and children. Other religious 

groups resisting certain forms of medical services include: 

• the Amish, 

• the Hindus, 

• the Muslims, 

• the Sikhs, etc.  

Even though the followers of these religions often do not seek healthcare because of their own 

views and beliefs, the judgement, and stigmatization by other members in the religious group is 

also an influential factor that is to be considered when they ask for medical help. The fact that 

those who take actions to combat a mental or physical disease frequently face discrimination 

within the community and in other cases disowned from the religion is a serious issue which is 

yet to be dealt with.  

 

STIGMA IN HEALTH FACILITIES 

Stigma in health facilities is especially threatening not only because it makes those with 

illnesses feel discriminated and therefore uncomfortable in for example a hospital at times when 

they are especially vulnerable, but it can also fundamentally undermine the success of certain 

treatments and therapies. The labelled groups in facilities often experience mental and physical 

abuse by the healthcare workers, or simply neglection and the lack of needed attention due to 

several factors, but the most important ones being the fear of infection or the inability of patients 

to take care of themselves. The ill-treatment in most cases originates in the lack of knowledge 

regarding certain conditions and illnesses. 

Stigmatized and discriminated groups in healthcare services include:  

• individuals suffering from drug/substance abuse issues,  

• HIV/AIDS patients, 

• members of the LGBTQA+ community, 

• individuals living with (physical) disabilities,  

• patients having cancer,  

• tuberculosis affected people, 

• racial minorities and refugees, and 

• individuals living in poverty.  

  



KarMUN 2023 Collective Responsibility 
 

Major Parties Involved 

India: India is the country with one of the highest rates of 

mental health stigma, coming from both religious and 

cultural origins. In a 2018 study, results showed that 

approximately 60 million Indians suffer from mental 

health disorders out of which almost 50 million cases are 

depression and crippling anxiety. However, only 0.06% 

of the healthcare budget is allocated to the treatment of 

mental illnesses, which has the result that there are only 

0.3 psychiatrists for 1 000 000 people in the country.  

United States of America: With the highest rate of mental 

illnesses the US has to face one of the biggest exposure to mental health stigma. 

Furthermore, as the country has numerous national minorities, their stigmatization is a 

threatening issue that result in the lack of quality treatment accessibility.  

Japan: Keeping in mind the fact that Japan is often referred to as ‘shame culture’ it is not a 

surprise that stigma in healthcare is a significant obstacle. This is mainly prominent in 

mental health treatment, nevertheless, it is present in other branches of healthcare too.  

Finland: With Finland being the ‘World’s Happiest Country’ suffering from a mental disorder is 

especially hard and brings about new challenges. However, because of this there are 

significant government funded suicide prevention programs and treatment improvements 

that helped to reduce suicide rates to half of the cases in the 1990s. Nevertheless, due 

to the long dark months, Seasonal Effective Disorder and depression are still common in 

the country, thus, breaking down stigma, stereotypes, and taboos are especially crucial 

to further improve the treatment.  

Africa: According to a 2011 study, 72% of the new registered HIV cases were found in (south) 

Africa.  As this is one of the most globally stigmatized illnesses, Africa has an important 

role in this issue. HIV/AIDS stigma includes negative behaviours, denial, secrecy, fear 

and self-blame related to the disease. Despite the fact that studies showed that 

discriminative behavior towards affected people were especially high in Africa (especially 

among women), no corresponding methods have been implemented to reduce the stigma. 
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Timeline of Events 

543 – First Medieval Monastic Hospital 

792 – First Mental Hospital Established in Baghdad 

1948 – Foundation of WHO 

2019 – Worldwide Stigma Interventions  

 

Previous attempts to Solve the Issue 

CAMPAIGNS TO STOP HIV STIGMA 

As HIV is one of the most heavily stigmatized illnesses, people 

living with this virus are often exposed to discrimination. However, 

there are numerous organizations and campaigns, whose symbol is 

a red ribbon, focusing on the combat of these stereotypes and 

biases towards people with HIV. 
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STIGMA REDUCTION IN HEALTH FACILITIES INTERVENTIONS 

 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

INCLUSION OF SPIRITUAL LEADERS IN HEALTHCARE 

As there are a lot of issues originating from the misconceptions of religious groups around 

healthcare, the involvement of spiritual leaders could result in the followers of certain religions 

be more open to modern healthcare procedures and reduce the stigma around treatment. 

MORE PROPER EDUCATION OF HEALTHCARE WORKERS (E.G., NURSES) 

In numerous cases stigma derives from stereotypes and misconceptions due to the lack of 

knowledge. With more effective education of those working in medical facilities, there are a lot 

of accessary actions that could be avoided (such as unnecessary quarantine, and double 

gloving), which could add to the mental well-being of the patients in order to make them feel 

less isolated.  
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