a quiet contempt
In the context of mental health, stigma is not a physical
mark. Instead, it persists as beliefs the public holds against
individuals affected by mental illness. Despite the public
discourse on mental health and the many initiatives aimed
to reduce stigma, it still is a major barrier for those looking
for support and treatment.

0

1

2

3

4

Background on Mental Health
What is the status of mental health in the United States?
Why does talking about stigma matter?
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Background on Mental Health

In the United States ...
18 % of, or 43.6 million, adults had
any mental illness in the past year.
4 %, or 9.8 million, had a serious
mental illness that led to severe
functional impairment.
The general population
Adults with any mental illness
Adults with serious mental illness

The proportions of the dark and light
cirlces correspond to the percentage of
people with mental illness.
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In the United States ...

55 % of people with any mental
illness have not had treatment.

Those with a mental illness
Did not recieve treatment
Did receive treatment but quit
Did receive treatment

Out of those who do seek
treatment, 20 % quit prematurely.
The proportions of the dark and light cirlces
correspond to the percentage of people who
did not seek help, quit, or completed treatment.
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In the United States ...

Of those who didn’t seek treatment,
97 % cite reasons related to social
and personal attitudes.
Did not recieve treatment
Did receive treatment but quit
Social and personal attitudes
impacted their decisions

Of those dropped out of treatment,
89 % had similar reasons.
The proportions of the dark and light cirlces
correspond to the percentage of people for
whom social and personal attitudes matter.
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Stigma is the negative labeling of a certain group of people, and it leads
to discrimination. There are two aspects: social and personal. The former,
which this data visualization focuses on, is when the general public
believes in stereotypes against people with mental illness and acts on
those beliefs. Not only does social stigma disincentivize individuals from
seeking help, but it also affects health providers and policymakers,
contributing to structural barriers that make getting treatment difficult.
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In 2005, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
collaborated on the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS),
a national general health survey. A few questions were designed to
measure experiences and attitudes related to mental illness.
The most recent data is from 2007, when 35 states participated in the
BRFSS. Respondents included both people with and without symptoms
of mental illness. They were asked to respond to following question:

Are people are generally caring
and sympathetic to those with
mental illness?

Are people are generally caring and
sympathetic to those with mental illness?

General population

Those with frequent
mental distress

Those with serious
psychological distress

Those receiving
medicine/treatment
from a health
professional for an
emotional problem

Those who are in none
of the listed categories

Those who are in all of
the listed categories

These are the groups of people who responded.

35 %

Are people are generally caring and
sympathetic to those with mental illness?

General population

49 %
Those with frequent
mental distress

58 %
Those with serious
psychological distress

The proportions of the dark and light cirlces correspond
to the percentage of people who said no.
Both people with and without mental illness
People with symptoms of mental illness

47%
Those receiving
medicine/treatment
from a health
professional for an
emotional problem

34 %
Those who are in none
of the listed categories

72 %
Those who are in all of
the listed categories
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Each year, the General Social Survey (GSS) gets demographic, behavioral,
and attitudinal information about the American public. Respondents are
randomly selected from the general population.
In 2006, the GSS asked numerous questions related to mental health.
Unlike the BRFSS, the GSS covered specific opinions about people with
mental illness. These were presented in the form of either statements
that respondents agreed or disagreed with or hypothetical situations that
involved a mentally ill person.

What opinions does the American
public have about people with
mental illness?

Respondents were
asked to react to given
statements and
situations.

I feel nervous around
someone with a mental illness.

I feel uncomfortable around
someone with a mental illness.

Opportunities are limited if
people know that a mentally ill
person is getting treatment.

Someone would lose friends if
they know about their mental
health treatment.

Getting treatment makes
someone an outsider in their
own community.

A mentally ill person’s family
would be better off if their
situation was kept secret.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to to
supervise othera at work.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to teach
children.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to have
children.

A mentally ill person cannot
decide whether or not they
should receive treatment.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to hold public
office.

A mentally ill person has little
or no hope of ever being
accepted as a member of
their own community.

A mentally ill person cannot
make their own decisions
about their personal finances.

Mentally ill people are less
intelligent than other people.

Mentally ill people are less
trustworthy than anyone else.

Mentally ill people are less
productive than others.

Mentally ill people are more
unpredictable than others.

Mentally ill people are hard
to talk to.

I do not want to socialize with
someone with a mental illness.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness as a neighbor.

I do not want to move next
door to someone with a
mental illness.

A mentally ill person’s
situation might be caused by
their bad character.

A mentally ill person is likely
to do something violent
toward others.

A mentally ill person is likely
to do something violent
toward themselves.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness to start working
closely with me.

I do not want to be friends
with someone with a mental
illness.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness care for my
children or children I know.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness to marry into my
family.

Respondents were
asked to react to given
statements and
situations.

22 %

19 %

33 %

28 %

I feel nervous around
someone with a mental illness.

I feel uncomfortable around
someone with a mental illness.

Opportunities are limited if
people know that a mentally ill
person is getting treatment.

Someone would lose friends if
they know about their mental
health treatment.

33 %

40 %

14 %

36 %

9%
Getting treatment makes
someone an outsider in their
own community.

10 %
A mentally ill person’s family
would be better off if their
situation was kept secret.

The proportions of the dark and
light circles correspond to the
percentage of people who agree
with these statements.
The color of the light circle
corresponds to the statement type.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to to
supervise othera at work.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to teach
children.

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to have
children.

A mentally ill person cannot
decide whether or not they
should receive treatment.

36 %

7%

A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to hold public
office.

A mentally ill person has little
or no hope of ever being
accepted as a member of
their own community.

50 %

38 %

Reactions to the mentally ill
Perceived consequences
Limited competence
Negative personality traits

38 %
A mentally ill person cannot
make their own decisions
about their personal finances.

8%
Mentally ill people are less
intelligent than other people.

22 %
Mentally ill people are less
trustworthy than anyone else.

33 %
Mentally ill people are less
productive than others.

Mentally ill people are more
unpredictable than others.

Mentally ill people are hard
to talk to.

Personal associations

23 %

16 %

I do not want to socialize with
someone with a mental illness.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness as a neighbor.

50 %

25 %

I do not want someone with a
mental illness to start working
closely with me.

I do not want to be friends
with someone with a mental
illness.

28 %
I do not want to move next
door to someone with a
mental illness.

42 %
A mentally ill person’s
situation might be caused by
their bad character.

76 %

57 %

I do not want someone with a
mental illness care for my
children or children I know.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness to marry into my
family.

43 %
A mentally ill person is likely
to do something violent
toward others.

70 %
A mentally ill person is likely
to do something violent
toward themselves.

Respondents were
asked to react to given
statements and
situations.

76 %
I do not want someone with a
mental illness care for my
children or children I know.

70 %
A mentally ill person is likely
to do something violent
toward themselves.

57 %

50 %

I do not want someone with a
mental illness to marry into my
family.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness to start working
closely with me.

38 %

38 %

50 %
Mentally ill people are more
unpredictable than others.

43 %
A mentally ill person is likely
to do something violent
toward others.

The proportions of the dark and
light circles correspond to the
percentage of people who agree
with these statements.
42 %

The color of the light circle
corresponds to the statement type.

A mentally ill person’s
situation might be caused by
their bad character.

40 %
A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to teach
children.

A mentally ill person cannot
make their own decisions
about their personal finances.

Mentally ill people are hard
to talk to.

36 %
A mentally ill person cannot
decide whether or not they
should receive treatment.

36 %
A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to hold public
office.

Reactions to the mentally ill
Perceived consequences
Limited competence
Negative personality traits

33 %
Opportunities are limited if
people know that a mentally ill
person is getting treatment.

33 %
A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to to
supervise othera at work.

33 %
Mentally ill people are less
productive than others.

28 %
I do not want to move next
door to someone with a
mental illness.

28 %
Someone would lose friends if
they know about their mental
health treatment.

25 %
I do not want to be friends
with someone with a mental
illness.

Personal associations

23 %

22 %

22 %

19 %

16 %

I do not want to socialize with
someone with a mental illness.

Mentally ill people are less
trustworthy than anyone else.

I feel nervous around
someone with a mental illness.

I feel uncomfortable around
someone with a mental illness.

I do not want someone with a
mental illness as a neighbor.

10 %

9%

8%

7%

A mentally ill person’s family
would be better off if their
situation was kept secret.

Getting treatment makes
someone an outsider in their
own community.

Mentally ill people are less
intelligent than other people.

A mentally ill person has little
or no hope of ever being
accepted as a member of
their own community.

14 %
A mentally ill person should
not be allowed to have
children.

Respondents were
asked to react to given
statements and
situations.
The proportions of the dark and
light circles correspond to the
percentage of people who agree
with these statements.
The color of the light circle
corresponds to the statement type.
Reactions to the mentally ill
Perceived consequences
Limited competence
Negative personality traits
Personal associations
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