International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction (2022) 20:3223-3227
https://doi.org/10.1007/511469-022-00935-6

COMMENTARY

®

Check for
updates

Interdisciplinary and International Perspectives on Mental
lliness and Substance Use Stigma

Stephanie Knaak'?® . Pamela Grand6n3 - Andrew C. H. Szeto?*

Accepted: 27 September 2022 /Published online: 20 October 2022
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2022

Abstract

Mental illnesses and substance use disorders are prevalent worldwide and considered
among the most stigmatizing of all health conditions. Stigma continues to create major
barriers to treatment, recovery, quality of life, and social and economic injustice. The lit-
erature on mental illness and substance use stigmatization is becoming increasingly robust,
reinforcing several important priorities for stigma reduction—such as stigma-informed
education, meaningful involvement of people with lived experience of a mental illness or
substance use disorder, recovery-oriented care, addressing barriers to access within our
systems of care, and addressing stigma at the level of structures, laws, and policies. The 16
papers in this Special Issue build out this existing knowledge by highlighting a broad range
of issues, perspectives, theoretical contributions, and stigma reduction approaches across
different countries and contexts, and through various lenses. We have been particularly
interested in selecting manuscripts that enhance our understanding of how stigma toward
mental illness and substance use manifests itself and the factors involved in stigmatization
processes. This knowledge can guide priorities and direction that can be used as a basis for
designing and implementing strategies for change, and have the potential to lead to lasting
and meaningful improvements for people with lived experience of mental illness or sub-
stance use disorder.
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is embedded in discriminatory and inequitable health and social policies and laws, exists
in interpersonal relations, interactions, and public attitudes, and is also internalized within
the self as ‘self-stigma’. Stigmatization is also intersectional, with negative effects com-
pounded with the convergence of multiple stigmatized identities. These complexities make
the ongoing challenges of understanding stigmatization processes and developing stigma
reduction strategies equally complicated. Thus, it is critical to disseminate interdisciplinary
research that furthers our understanding of the sources, expressions, and impacts of men-
tal illnesses and substance use-related stigma and that identifies multilevel interventions to
reduce stigma—including frameworks, promising and best practices, measurement tools,
and theories of change.

Indeed, the literature on mental illness and substance use stigmatization is becoming
increasingly robust, reinforcing several important priorities for stigma reduction—such
as stigma-informed education, meaningful involvement of people with lived experience
of a mental illness or substance use disorder, recovery-oriented care, addressing barriers
to access within our systems of care, and addressing stigma at the level of structures,
laws, and policies. The papers in this Special Issue build out this existing knowledge,
adding further evidence and direction to research and intervention priorities on stigma
and stigma reduction. The 16 research papers that make up this Special Issue provide a
rich breadth of international stigma research related to mental illnesses, substance use,
and intersectional stigma, and investigate stigmatization processes at multiple levels of
its manifestation.

For example, Vega et al. (2022) from the University of Concepcion in Chile undertook
a systematic review of explanatory models of internalized mental illness stigma, illumi-
nating key mechanisms in its development and providing direction for intervention strate-
gies. Their findings reinforce the importance of prioritizing interventions that help people
reframe their negative beliefs about mental disorders, that use peer involvement/people
with lived experience to support positive group identification, that involve supportive dis-
closure strategies, and that encourage collective action. Caqueo-Urizar et al. (2022), also
interested in the phenomenon of internalized stigma, examined the relationship between
internalized mental illness stigma and recovery in a cross-sectional study of 165 patients
with schizophrenia in Chile. Their findings provide additional support for previous research
in this area and demonstrate, above all, the important role of hope for personal recovery
and stigma resistance.

Building on the modified labelling theory of mental illness stigma (Link et al., 1989),
Fernandez et al. (2022) examined the role of categorical versus continuum beliefs about
depression and schizophrenia on stigmatizing attitudes and help-seeking intentions in
a sample of Australian adolescents. While their results were consistent with other litera-
ture in showing that continuum beliefs are correlated with more favourable attitudes, their
study also revealed that stronger continuum beliefs towards schizophrenia were actually
associated with lower help-seeking intentions, a novel finding that may have implications
for the design of anti-stigma interventions for this age group, particularly in relation to
schizophrenia.

Substance use-related stigma is also an important focus of this Special Issue, with sev-
eral papers directed to this topic specifically. Ghosh et al. (2022) content analysis of Indian
online news articles highlights the role of the media in reinforcing stereotypes and stigma-
tizing perceptions toward people with substance use problems, finding that they tend to
deliver little information on scientific and medical aspects of substance use. The authors
point out the need for media guidelines on the reporting of substance use and provide some
recommendations in this regard.

@ Springer



International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction (2022) 20:3223-3227 3225

Also, in response to the challenges faced by many countries with high rates of opioid-
related overdose deaths and opioid-use disorders—and hence, opioid-related stigma—
Knaak et al. (2022) provide research from a Canadian context that reports on results of
psychometric testing of a new scale to assess opioid-related stigma in health providers and
other direct service provider populations, known as the Opening Minds Provider Attitudes
Towards Opioid-use Scale (OM-PATOS). Reynolds et al. (2022), also reporting from a
Canadian context, provide results of a study on people’s perceptions of harm reduction
in relation to opioid-related stigma among a sample of university students. In addition
to learning that many students hold misconceptions and have a lack of knowledge about
harm reduction, their results show, perhaps encouragingly, that students hold more favour-
able attitudes towards people who engage in opioid agonist therapy (OAT) as compared to
those who engage in no harm reduction behaviours. In contrast, Chou et al. (2022) qualita-
tive study on American women’s experiences in receiving medication-assisted treatment
for opioid use disorder revealed the continued existence of stigma towards this treatment
modality (e.g.,’it’s still a drug’) to be common among family members, which was also
often internalized by women themselves—and that such stigma further complicates treat-
ment efforts and family relationships. This research also highlighted how support from
peers is an important protective factor for resisting opioid-related stigma.

The complexities of intersectional stigma are explored in two papers on sexual and
gender identity stigma, both of which show how the experience of sexual or gender iden-
tity stigma—whether anticipated, perceived, or enacted—also negatively impacts mental
health and access to health care. In one study, Moallef et al. (2022) undertook a national
survey to investigate the extent to which sexual and gender identity stigma, both antici-
pated and enacted stigma, impacts people’s ability to access primary and mental health
care in Thailand. In another study by Okonkwo et al. (2022), the role of sexual behaviour
stigma is investigated as a determinant of depressive symptoms among men who have sex
with men and transgender women in Kigali, Rwanda.

While not a direct investigation of stigma specifically, Caro-Cafiizares et al. (2022)
studied barriers to obstetric care among pregnant women at risk for dual pathology of
mental health and substance use problems in the metropolitan area of Madrid, Spain.
While their study found some good news—namely that the vast majority of women
attended all scheduled prenatal appointments—they also identified that attendance rates
negatively correlated with stigmatized conditions of depression, post-traumatic stress
symptoms, and alcohol use disorder.

Over the past few years, online stigma reduction interventions have begun to be used,
and this Special Issue expands knowledge of some of these interventions. For example,
Cangas et al. (2022) from the University of Almeria in Spain build on previous work (Can-
gas et al., 2017) on Stigma Stop—a serious game intervention where players interact with
different characters with mental disorders to gain their collaboration and carry out a group
task. In their current research, they designed an experiment to deliver the intervention in
conjunction with traditional face-to-face interaction with people with lived experience of
a mental disorder, using only a social contact intervention, and a control scenario. Their
evaluation results showed that the serious game enhanced the anti-stigma effects of the
social contact intervention, particularly with respect to reducing perceived dangerousness
of people with mental disorders.

The Special Issue also provides a series of three manuscripts that describe a program
of research on The Computer-Based Drug and Alcohol Training and Assessment in Kenya
(eDATA-K), a substance use anti-stigma intervention for health providers. The first two
articles (Clair et al., 2022b, c) present the results of blended-eLearning courses on health
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worker substance use stigma and on health worker delivery of alcohol use screening and
brief interventions, including how they positively changed their attitudes toward those with
substance use disorders. The third paper (Clair et al., 2022a) presents the result of a sub-
sequent blended-eLearning intervention on quality improvement and how it helped sustain
the services for at least six months after the research infrastructure and incentives of the
RCT were removed.

Lastly, Smith et al. (2022) commentary article addresses the issue of stigma within
the healthcare system, pointing out how existing research often restricts examinations of
stigma to the interpersonal and individual level only, with much less understanding of how
to address the problem of stigma at the organizational, structural, and cultural levels. Their
commentary describes key components of a five-year study that will address stigma holis-
tically (i.e. at multiple levels). The central goal of this research will be to implement and
evaluate interventions that mitigate stigma at both the individual and cultural/organiza-
tional levels within emergency care at one Canadian hospital. Also central to this study is
their commitment to stigma-informed research through the inclusion of a patient research
partner as an integrated member of the research team.

The intention of this Special Issue has been to highlight a broad range of issues,
perspectives, theoretical contributions, and stigma reduction approaches related to
mental illness and substance use stigma across different countries and contexts, and
through various lenses. We have been particularly interested in selecting manuscripts
that enhance our understanding of how stigma toward mental illness and substance use
manifests itself and the factors involved in stigmatization processes. This information
can guide priorities and directions for reducing it-research and knowledge that, if acted
upon and used as a basis for designing and implementing strategies for change, have the
potential to lead to lasting and meaningful improvements for people with lived experi-
ence of mental illness or substance use disorder.
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