
////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// //////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////1 

//////////// ////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// ////////////extension.umd.edu  FS—2022-0634  |  January 2023 

People can take a variety of actions to maintain or 

improve their mental health. However, research shows 

that even when faced with significant mental distress, 

many people still do not seek professional assistance 

(Newson et al., 2021). One of the most common reasons 

why people do not seek treatment is the preference for 

self-help. The roots of this preference in American 

culture are deep, and contribute to internalized stigma 

about seeking treatment for mental illness. This fact 

sheet will provide the background and strategies 

necessary to recognize unexamined, stigmatizing beliefs 

about mental health care. Challenging internalized 

stigma about mental health care can make it easier to 

seek professional treatment when necessary.  

Self-help is just part of maintaining 

one’s mental health. 

Diet, exercise, sleep, meditation, social engagement – all 

are important strategies to promote wellness and 

resilience (Swarbick, 2006). However, focusing only on 

these self-help strategies may overlook the need for 

professional help and can imply that everyone should 

always be able to pull themselves up by the bootstraps. 

Furthermore, the longer someone avoids seeking 

professional help for a mental health challenge, the more 

difficult treatment and recovery can be.  

When facing intense, chronic stress, it is possible that 

multiple domains of life may be affected, including 

work, personal life / relationships, and day to day 

responsibilities. At that point, self-help strategies may be 

insufficient for one’s recovery. People experiencing 

severe impairment deserve and need the help of various 

types of mental health professionals to take care of 

themselves.  
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Cultural factors contribute to delays 

in seeking professional help. 

Despite facing clear symptoms of a mental health 

challenge, many people delay treatment because of a 

preference for self-help (Newson et al., 2021). For many 

Americans, personal responsibility and independence are 

core values (Kasulis, 2002). It is difficult to spend any 

amount of time in independence-oriented cultures 

(including mainstream United States culture) without 

being exposed to these core values, whether one agrees 

without how they are applied, or not. This is not unlike 

passively breathing in pollution from a nearby factory, 

even if one does not agree with the amount of pollution 

the factory is allowed to emit. We learn from childhood 

that our country was born from a declaration of 

independence. Stories of “rags to riches” and “the 

American Dream” suggest that a better life is in reach 

based on self-reliance and individual hard work.  
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These values are deeply ingrained through years of 

passively breathing them in. Because it is common for 

identity and values to be based on social norms and not 

specifically on personal reflection (Crocetti et al., 2022), 

many people may unthinkingly label the pursuit of 

professional mental health care as weak or too dependent. 

Even when this judgment is not cast on others, it may be 

directed inward as internalized stigma. Individuals are 

often most critical of their own behavior in this respect. 

People often feel personally ashamed for seeing a 

counselor, calling a crisis line, or considering mental 

health medications. 

Internalized stigma can have 

unnoticed effects on our healthcare 

choices. 

These automatic reactions come from powerful 

stereotypes which keep many people away from help that 

would allow them to recover and resume their 

responsibilities. Additionally, they can make those who 

do seek professional help feel terrible about themselves.  

This internalized stigma towards mental health, substance 

use problems, and professional care is harmful.  It adds 

an extra burden to suffering, family disruption, anger and 

substance use, job troubles, inability to function, and 

suicide risk. Most importantly, it contributes to an 

overreliance on self-help or personal responsibility when 

professional help may be needed. 

In conclusion, personal responsibility and individuality 

have their rewards. For example, children who are able to 

demonstrate self-regulation are more likely to show both 

short- and long-term social, academic, and even financial 

success (Cantor et al., 2019). However, children and 

adults experiencing prolonged stress without sufficient 

assistance are less able to effectively use strategies rooted 

in personal responsibility (Shonkoff et al., 2012). In 

other words, personal responsibility sets us up for 

success, but cannot be our only tool during difficult 

times. If someone is facing mental illness that has lasted 

weeks or longer without change, it is important to 

consider professional assistance. To make this choice 

more accessible, one may also have to confront 

internalized stigma. See the final page of this document 

for some concrete strategies to combat internalized 

stigma. 

Self-screening is a useful resource. 

Mental Health America offers an online mental health 

screening test. Results can provide feedback about 

whether professional help may be useful. Scan the QR 

code with a smartphone to visit the site. 

Other resources 

 The Pro Bono Counseling Project, based in 

Baltimore, connects Marylanders to licensed, 

volunteer therapists at no cost. Call Pro Bono 

Counseling at 410-825-1001 for a confidential phone 

interview. 

 The Center for Healthy Families at UMD’s School 

of Public Health offers sliding scale fee individual, 

couples, and family counseling. https://

www.thecenterforhealthyfamilies.com/ 

 Maryland 2-1-1 is the central connector for 

community resources, including mental health across 

the state. Simply dial 211 to reach an operator or visit 

https://211md.org  
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Four Strategies for Reducing Internalized Stigma 

 

 

 

 

 

What would you say to someone you care  
about if they were stigmatizing themselves?  

“Hold up, you are being  
really hard on yourself!” 

“That’s not accurate…” 

With  
compassion 

Name it & Interrupt it 

Your Problems Don’t 

Define You 

 
Know what Internalized Stigma is.   

Name it as a hazard to your health. 

Knowing about internalized stigma 

helps you be conscious of how it can 

affect your thinking. That allows YOU to 

decide what you think of the myths and 

stereotypes rather than allowing them 

to seep into your thinking unexamined.  

You may be stressed, have an addiction, 
depression, anxiety, or experience any 

number of other challenges, but they don’t 
define you. 

You are a multi-layered person with many 
strengths, values, and qualities that can 

help you help yourself. 

Don’t 
Forget 

 All or nothing thinking or words 

 Reflexively feeling ashamed or 
anxious 

CHECK out the thought 
consciously  

 Is it accurate? 

 Is it helpful to me? 

 Do I want to allow this in my 
thinking? 

If not… 

CHANGE the thought 

to something…  

 more accurate 

 more helpful, and 

 more in keeping with your own 
values and priorities. 

CATCH yourself 
thinking things 
you have absorbed 
without realizing 

 

The  
3 Cs 
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