
February 9th, 2021

Thank you for joining us! The webinar will begin shortly. 

Ghost in the machine: 
Tackling structural stigma in health-care 

environments



Host

Nicholas Watters
Director, Access to Quality Mental Health Services

Mental Health Commission of Canada
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Speakers

Dr. Heather Stuart
Professor, Department of Public Health 

Sciences, Queen’s University
Bell Canada Mental Health and Anti-

stigma Research Chair

Dr. Jamie Livingston
Associate Professor, Department 

of Criminology, Saint Mary’s 
University
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Speakers

Dr. Javeed Sukhera
Associate Professor of 

Psychiatry/Paediatrics Scientist, Centre 
for Education Research & Innovation, 

Schulich School of Medicine & 
Dentistry, Western University

Dr. Stephanie Knaak
Senior Research Consultant, Mental 

Health Commission of Canada
Assistant Professor, Department of 

Psychiatry, University of Calgary
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Speakers

Dr. Thomas Ungar
Associate Professor, University of Toronto

Associate Scientist, Li Ka Shing Knowledge Institute
Psychiatrist-in-Chief, St. Michael’s Hospital
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Agenda

• MHCC and our work in stigma

• What is Structural Stigma? 

• Panelist Presentations

• Q & A 
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About the MHCC
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Our Work In Stigma
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Mental health stigma reduction initiative established by 
the MHCC in 2009

Opening Minds

Identify existing 
anti-stigma 
programs

Assess  
effectiveness 

through scientific 
evaluation

Promote 
successful 

programs across 
Canada
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Opening Minds

Health care 
providers, youth, 
the news media, 

the workplace

The Working 
Mind

The Working 
Mind - FR

Understanding 
Stigma

The Inquiring 
Mind

MindsetHeadstrong

Combatting 
Stigma

Destigmatizing 
Practices & 

Mental Illness
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Structural Stigma

11



What is stigma

Discrimination

Negative attitudes

Prejudice

Stereotypes

Unjust policies, laws, 
institutional practices

Labels & language

Seeing someone 
as ‘less than’
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How stigma works

Stigma is a social process

Needs power to exist 

Labelling Othering Devaluation Discrimination
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Intersectional

Structural

Interpersonal

Individual

Levels of Stigma

14



Panelist Presentations
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Dr. Heather Stuart

Structural stigma in healthcare settings:  What we heard

Source:  Stuart H, Knaak S.  Mental Illness and Structural Stigma in Canadian Healthcare Settings:  Results of a Focus Group Study, Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2020

Problems

The culture of 
care is broken

Substance use 
disorders the 

most 
stigmatized of 
any disorder 

category

The struggles 
of the 

wounded 
healer

Physical health 
problems 

overshadowed 
by psychiatric 

diagnoses
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Potential 
Solutions

Greater 
input by 

PWLE 
across the 

board

Legislative 
and policy 

change

Education 
and 

support for 
healthcare 
providers

Recovery 
oriented 

care

Culturally 
sensitive 

care

Peer 
support

Recovery 
oriented 
metrics

Dr. Heather Stuart

Structural stigma in healthcare settings:  What we heard

Source:  Stuart H, Knaak S.  Mental Illness and Structural Stigma in Canadian Healthcare Settings:  Results of a Focus Group Study, Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2020 17



Employment & 
Income

Housing

Education

Criminal Justice

Privacy

Healthcare

Inequitable Access

Resource 
Distribution

Denial of Care

Fragmented Care

Poor Quality

Coercion

Compulsory 
Treatment

Criminal Justice

Punitive Policies

Denial of Rights

Negative 
Experiences

Practitioner 
Attitude/ Behavior

Public Participation

Travel & 
Immigration

Media

Reproduction & 
Parenting Dr. Jamie Livingston 18



Build a supporting and stigma-free workplace

Ensure meaningful PWLE involvement in service delivery and 
advisory, research, training, and peer support roles

Improve attitudes 
and practices of staff, 
including awareness 

of implicit bias of 
structural stigma

Measure/monitor 
equity and 

performance on 
access, quality of care, 
satisfaction, outcomes, 

etc.

Adopt integrated, 
recovery-oriented,†

accessible, client-
centred models of care

Implement/enforce 
stigma-informed 

legislation, policies, 
practices, and 

protections

Commit to equitable 
resource allocation for 

MHSU services and 
research

Key priorities for dismantling and disrupting mental illness- and addictions-
related structural stigma in health-care environments

Dr. Stephanie Knaak 19



Dr. Javeed Sukhera

RECOGNIZE

REFLECT

REIMAGINEREFRAME

RESPOND

STRIVING

ACCEPTING

Self

Social

Structural
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Dr. Thomas Ungar

Important to the needs and mandate of health care 
leaders and decision makers

Impacts on quality of care

Awareness of implicit systemic cognitive bias

Why 
Structural 

Stigma 
Matters

How Structural 
Stigma is 

Manifested in 
Clinical 

Operations

How 
Structural 

Stigma can be 
Transformed
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Q & A
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Thank you for joining us today!

access@mentalhealthcommission.ca

www.mentalhealthcommission.ca
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Please take a few moments to answer the following questions

How did we do?
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