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COVID-19 AND STIGMA 
What is Stigma? 
Stigma is the negative association between a person or group of people who share certain characteristics and a 
specific disease. Stigma heightens when we feel fear or uncertainty, such as with the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
is exacerbated by misinformation, stereotypes, and ignorance. If left unchecked, stigma can lead to discrimination 
and violence. 

What Does Stigma Look Like? 
Stigma can take many forms, including: 

• Derogatory or blaming language towards individuals or groups (for example, using the term “Chinese
virus” or “Wuhan virus” instead of the official names SARS-CoV-2 or COVID-19)

• Avoiding or rejecting certain groups of people
• Denying people services, including housing, education, or healthcare
• Physical and emotional violence

People who experience stigma may exhibit negative physical, emotional, or mental health. They may feel shame, 
hopelessness, or distress, among many things. They may also hide illnesses, disguise their identities, stay at home, 
or avoid seeking any matter of care or services to avoid facing discrimination. 

American Indian and Alaska Native people may be the recipients of increased stigma and discrimination during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, information regarding a lack of access to running water in some AI/AN 
communities have led some people to think that AI/AN do not have the ability to wash their hands and protect 
against the transmission of the coronavirus. This misperception of the facts have led to incidents of discrimination. 

Many groups may be experiencing COVID-19-related stigma.  These groups include: 
• American Indian and Alaska Native people
• People of Asian descent
• People who have or have recovered from COVID-19
• People who have traveled or have legitimate needs to travel
• Healthcare workers, providers, and caregivers

 

It is important to remember that stigma harms everyone and works against community cohesion. 

Reducing stigma promotes resilience of individuals and communities. Resilience will help us 
address and recover from the impacts of COVID-19. 
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Ways You Can Reduce Stigma 
Stigma can spread quickly in a community, but can also be prevented. 

• Share the facts. Check with the CDC, IHS, and your Tribal, local, or
state government for COVID-19 information and resources.
Information changes rapidly and best practices evolve as we
understand more about COVID-19.

• Choose your words carefully. Avoid terms that reinforce a stereotype
or imply blame.

• Use ‘people first’ language, such as “people who have COVID-19”
instead of “COVID-19 victims”.

• Show support for people affected by COVID-19 and those
experiencing stigma

• Speak up if you hear family, friends, or community members use
biased or prejudiced language. Empathize with their feelings and
correct any misperceptions.

• Remember that COVID-19 does not discriminate, and neither should we.

What to Do If You Experience Stigma 
Healthy coping strategies may include: 

• Talking with loved ones
• Caring for yourself physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually
• Discussing your concerns with a behavioral health care professional or elder
• Prayer and ceremony
• Providing correct information to your community on COVID-19 and coronavirus
• Discussing your experience with local law enforcement
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