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It’s no wonder mental health stigma still exists surrounding issues like depression, bipolar 
disorder and schizophrenia. 

Physicians who are the front-line treatment providers for mental health issues don’t always 
recognize the value of mental health professionals for their own mental health needs. Or 
they recognize the value, but don’t use them because of concerns about privacy and 
confidentiality. In a just-published survey of 3,500 doctors in the UK, researchers found: 

Nearly three quarters of respondents said they would rather discuss mental health problems 
with family or friends than seek formal or informal advice, citing reasons such as career 
implications, professional integrity, and perceived stigma of mental health problems.  

Let’s go through some of those reasons. Career implications? If an organization is going 
to deny you career advancement because you’re being honest about a mental health 
condition, perhaps that’s a sign you need to find another organization to work for. Or work 
to change such mid-century, backwards thinking from within the organization. Would an 
organization rather a doctor work while depressed, potentially harming his or her patients 
because they aren’t as interested in the patients’ complaints and rigorous diagnosis? 

Professional integrity? What kind of doctor has any integrity if they are not being honest 
with themselves about their own lack of treatment for treatable mental disorders? Could you 
imagine a doctor walking around with a broken arm, because getting it treated would 
somehow impact their integrity? Really? 

And stigma. This is what it all really boils down to. I guess doctors don’t realize they are 
only perpetuating the cycle of stigma, by avoiding such treatment themselves. And whether 
they admit it or not, such thinking can’t help but influence the way they portray behavioral 
health treatments to their patients.  

The researchers suggest that one of the big concerns amongst these UK physicians is the 
doctors’ privacy and confidentiality. In the UK, doctors are members of the National Health 
Service, and so they may be afraid that by seeking treatment within the same system, it 
will be used against them in the future. That’s a legitimate concern, and one that could be 
easily corrected by adding additional privacy protections for such professionals.  

I know this is the same reason many in the military do not seek out treatment — because it 
can affect their career advancement, security clearance, and their perceived reliability or 
stability by others in their unit. In a system where such information is too readily available 



to others, and the group of people is dependent upon the system for their own career, well, 
you can see how the two will inevitably clash. 

But none of this is of much concern when it comes to most (but not all) physical diseases. 
Which suggests that this is, at the end of the day, primarily about our old friend stigma. 
Career advancement would not be an issue of others did not stigmatize those with mental 
health issues. Science now recognizes that mental health concerns don’t come from people’s 
personal weakness, but rather from a complex interaction of biology, brain, genes, 
psychology, and social connections.  

It’s high time for organizations like the UK’s NHS and others to work toward ridding our 
world of such stigma and ignorance, and stop the discrimination against professionals who 
have a mental health concern. If you lead, others will follow. 
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