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stigma notes on the management of spoiled identity erving goffman
Understanding social interactions and the ways individuals manage their identities in the
face of societal judgments is a crucial area of sociological study. One of the most
influential theories in this domain is Erving Goffman's concept of "spoiled identity" and
the associated notion of stigma. Goffman’s work provides profound insights into how
individuals navigate social perceptions and attempt to manage or mitigate the negative
effects of stigma. This article explores the key ideas from Goffman's "Stigma" and
discusses the management strategies employed by individuals with "spoiled identities,"
emphasizing their relevance in contemporary social contexts.

Introduction to Goffman's Concept of Stigma and
Spoiled Identity

Erving Goffman, in his seminal 1963 book Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled
Identity, defines stigma as an attribute, behavior, or reputation that is deeply discrediting
in a particular social context. This discrediting attribute causes an individual to be
devalued or reduced in social standing, leading to what Goffman refers to as a "spoiled
identity." Key Definitions: - Stigma: An attribute that is deeply discrediting, transforming
an individual's social identity. - Spoiled Identity: The result of societal labeling that
diminishes a person's social value. - Discredited vs. Discreditable: Goffman distinguishes
between individuals whose stigma is visible or known (discredited) and those whose
stigma is hidden or can be concealed (discreditable). Goffman emphasizes that stigma is
not merely about individual flaws but is deeply intertwined with societal norms,
expectations, and power dynamics. The way society perceives and reacts to stigmatized
individuals influences how they manage their identities.

Types of Stigma and Their Impact on Identity

Goffman categorizes stigma into different types, each affecting individuals differently:

1. Visible or Obvious Stigma

- Examples include physical disabilities, facial scars, or race. - Individuals with visible
stigmas often face immediate social rejection or discrimination.



2. Concealed or Hidden Stigma

- Examples include mental illness, HIV status, or criminal history. - These individuals often
attempt to conceal their stigma to avoid discrimination.

3. Tribal or Group Stigma

- Associated with membership in a particular group, ethnicity, or religion. Impacts on
Identity: - Loss of social standing: The individual’s perceived worth diminishes. - Altered
self-concept: Internalization of societal judgments can lead to shame or low self-esteem. -
Social isolation: Due to fear of rejection or actual ostracism.

Strategies for Managing Spoiled Identity

Goffman explores various techniques individuals use to cope with stigma and manage
their identities effectively. These strategies aim to minimize the negative social
consequences and preserve a sense of self-worth.

1. Passing

- Concealing stigmatized attributes to appear "normal." - Common in cases of concealed
stigma like mental illness or criminal background.

2. Covering

- Downplaying or minimizing the stigma without full concealment. - For example,
someone might avoid discussing certain aspects of their identity.

3. Telling or Disclosing

- Voluntarily revealing the stigma to trusted individuals. - Can lead to support or
understanding, but also risks rejection.

4. Retreat or Withdrawal

- Avoiding social interactions altogether. - Seen in extreme cases of stigmatization.

5. Challenging or Confronting

- Confronting societal perceptions or stereotypes. - Engaging in activism or advocacy to
change perceptions.

Implications of Stigma Management in Society

Understanding how individuals manage their spoiled identities has profound implications
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for social policy, mental health, and community integration. Key Implications: - Mental
health and well-being: Stigma management can influence self-esteem and psychological
resilience. - Social integration: Effective management strategies can facilitate better
social participation. - Discrimination and policy: Recognizing stigma's role encourages the
development of anti-discrimination laws and inclusive policies.

Modern Relevance of Goffman's Stigma Theory

Goffman’s insights remain relevant today, especially with ongoing issues such as mental
health stigma, racial discrimination, and the social challenges faced by marginalized
groups. Contemporary Applications: - Mental health advocacy: Efforts to reduce stigma
and promote openness. - Disability rights: Encouraging societal acceptance and inclusive
environments. - LGBTQ+ rights: Navigating societal perceptions and managing identity
disclosures. Technological Impact: - Social media can both exacerbate and mitigate
stigma. - Individuals now have platforms to challenge stereotypes or seek support.

Conclusion

Erving Goffman’s notes on the management of spoiled identity provide a comprehensive
framework for understanding how individuals navigate societal judgments and stigma. By
categorizing different types of stigma and outlining various coping strategies, Goffman
highlights the complex social processes involved in identity management. Recognizing
these strategies fosters greater empathy and informs interventions aimed at reducing
stigma and promoting social inclusion. As society continues to evolve, Goffman’s
principles serve as valuable tools for understanding the ongoing challenges faced by
stigmatized individuals and the importance of supportive, stigma-free environments.
Summary of Key Points: - Stigma significantly impacts personal identity and social
standing. - Individuals employ various strategies like passing, covering, disclosing,
retreating, or challenging. - Society’s perceptions and policies are crucial in shaping
experiences of stigma. - Goffman’s theory remains vital in addressing contemporary
social issues related to stigma and identity. By understanding and applying Goffman’s
insights, society can work toward more inclusive and accepting communities where
individuals are valued beyond their stigmatized attributes.

Stigma Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity in Erving Goffman’s Theory Erving
Goffman’s seminal work, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, offers
profound insights into how individuals navigate social interactions when their identities
are marked by stigma. This work remains a cornerstone in understanding social deviance,
identity management, and the societal processes that label and marginalize certain
groups. This review delves into the core concepts of Goffman’s theory, examining the
mechanisms of stigma, strategies of identity management, and the broader implications
for social integration and marginalization.



Understanding Stigma: The Foundation of Goffman’s
Theory

Goffman defines stigma as an attribute that is deeply discrediting, reducing an individual
“from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one.” It is an attribute that
deviates from societal norms and expectations, leading to social rejection or
discrimination.

Types of Stigma

Goffman categorizes stigma into three primary types: 1. Body Stigma: Physical
deformities, disabilities, or conditions that are visibly apparent. 2. Character Stigma:
Moral failings, mental illnesses, or behaviors deemed morally wrong. 3. Membership
Stigma: Belonging to a marginalized group, such as ethnicity, religion, or social class.
Each type influences social interactions differently and requires varied strategies for
management.

The Social Construction of Stigma

Goffman emphasizes that stigma is not an inherent trait but a social construct. Society’s
norms and expectations define what is considered normal or deviant. When an
individual’s attributes or behaviors deviate from these norms, they become stigmatized.
Key points: - Stigma arises from social processes, not individual qualities per se. -
Societies create stereotypes that reinforce stigmatization. - The perception of a trait as
stigmatizing depends on context and cultural norms.

Managing Spoiled Identity: Strategies and Techniques

Goffman explores how individuals with stigmatized identities attempt to manage their
social identities to mitigate the negative impact of stigma.

1. Passing

Definition: Concealing stigmatizing attributes to appear “normal” or socially acceptable.
Methods: - Hiding visible signs of stigma (e.g., physical deformities, mental health issues).
- Using aliases or false identities in certain contexts. - Avoiding situations where stigma
might be exposed. Advantages: - Reduces immediate social discrimination. - Allows
individuals to maintain social bonds and employment. Limitations: - Continuous effort and
stress to conceal the stigma. - Risk of being “found out,” leading to greater social
sanctions.



©
unitedstates.sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com

Stigma Notes On The Management Of Spoiled Identity Erving
Goffman

5

2. Covering

Definition: Downplaying or minimizing the stigma without full concealment. Methods: -
Modifying one’s presentation or behavior. - Emphasizing other aspects of identity to
divert attention. - Using euphemisms or coded language. Advantages: - Less taxing than
full passing. - Maintains some degree of authenticity. Limitations: - May not fully eliminate
social prejudice. - Can create internal tension or feelings of inauthenticity.

3. Resistance and Affirmation

Definition: Openly acknowledging and embracing the stigmatized identity to challenge
societal norms. Methods: - Disclosing stigma to trusted individuals. - Participating in
advocacy or support groups. - Using stigma as a source of pride or solidarity. Advantages:
- Empowers the individual. - Fosters authentic relationships. - Contributes to social
change. Limitations: - Risk of social rejection or discrimination. - Potential for internalized
shame if not supported.

4. Normalization and Reframing

Definition: Attempting to redefine the stigmatized trait as normal or acceptable. Methods:
- Challenging stereotypes. - Educating others about the stigma. - Engaging in public
discourse to change perceptions. Advantages: - Reduces societal stigma over time. -
Promotes inclusion. Limitations: - Slow process; requires societal change. - Resistance
from entrenched prejudices.

Social Identity and the “Spoiled” Self

Goffman describes the spoiled identity as one that has been tarnished by stigma, leading
to a discrepancy between the individual’s “virtual social identity” (how they see
themselves) and their “actual social identity” (how society perceives them).

The Stigma Process

- Discrediting: When stigma is visible or known. - Discreditable: When stigma is hidden or
unknown. Individuals transition between these states, influencing their behavior and
strategies.

Managing Information and Impression

- Selective disclosure: Deciding when and to whom to reveal stigmatizing information. -
Impression management: Efforts to control how others perceive them, including
emphasizing positive traits or distancing themselves from their stigma.



The Role of the “Normal” Other

Goffman emphasizes society’s tendency to establish a “normal” standard, against which
the stigmatized individual is measured. The reactions of “normals” — including
avoidance, pity, or hostility — shape the stigmatized person’s experiences and responses.

Implications for Social Interaction and Society

Goffman’s analysis reveals that stigma profoundly influences social interactions, leading
to: - Social exclusion: Marginalized groups often face barriers to full participation. - Role
distance: The stigmatized individual may develop a sense of alienation or detachment
from societal roles. - Altered self-perception: Chronic stigmatization can impact self-
esteem and identity. Societal responses to stigma include: - Labeling and stereotyping:
Simplified and often negative assumptions. - Discrimination: Differential treatment based
on stigma. - Structural inequality: Institutional barriers that perpetuate marginalization.

Critical Reflections and Contemporary Relevance

While Goffman’s work was published in 1963, its relevance persists today, especially in
discussions around: - Mental health stigma: Strategies individuals use to navigate societal
perceptions. - Disability rights: The movement towards normalization and inclusion. -
LGBTQ+ communities: Managing stigma through visibility or concealment. - Racial and
ethnic minorities: Experiences of discrimination and identity management. Contemporary
critiques include: - The potential for overemphasizing individual strategies at the expense
of addressing systemic issues. - The evolving nature of stigma, especially with digital
communication and social media. - The importance of societal change to reduce the need
for concealment and resistance.

Conclusion: Goffman’s Legacy in Understanding Stigma

Erving Goffman’s Stigma provides a nuanced and comprehensive framework for
understanding how individuals cope with spoiled identities. His delineation of
strategies—passing, covering, resistance—illuminate the complex social dance individuals
perform to maintain dignity and authenticity amid societal rejection. His insights
underscore the importance of societal awareness and structural change, advocating for a
world where stigmatization is minimized, and diversity is embraced. In essence,
Goffman’s notes serve as both a guide and a mirror, helping us recognize the social
mechanisms that produce stigma and inspiring efforts toward greater inclusion and
understanding. As society continues to grapple with various forms of stigma, his work
remains a vital touchstone for sociologists, psychologists, activists, and anyone
committed to social justice and human dignity.
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Questions & Answers About stigma notes on the
management of spoiled identity erving goffman

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the core concept of
Goffman's 'Stigma' in relation
to spoiled identity?

Goffman's 'Stigma' explores how individuals with
spoiled identities experience social disapproval and
discrimination, leading to challenges in maintaining
their social roles and self-esteem.

2 How does Goffman describe
the process of managing
spoiled identity?

Goffman outlines strategies such as passing,
concealment, and withdrawal, which individuals
employ to hide or mitigate their stigmatized traits
and navigate social interactions.

3 What impact does stigma
have on an individual's social
interactions according to
Goffman?

Stigma can lead to social rejection, reduced
opportunities, and strained relationships, as
individuals may be treated differently or
marginalized because of their spoiled identity.

4 In what ways can
understanding Goffman's
notes on stigma inform
contemporary mental health
practices?

It highlights the importance of reducing societal
stigma, promoting acceptance, and developing
supportive environments to help individuals with
spoiled identities integrate more fully into society.

5 What are some modern
applications of Goffman's
management strategies for
spoiled identity?

Strategies such as online anonymity, peer support
groups, and awareness campaigns are modern
methods that help individuals manage stigma and
foster social acceptance.

6 How has Goffman's concept
of stigma influenced current
social policies and anti-
discrimination efforts?

Goffman's work has provided a foundational
understanding that has informed anti-discrimination
laws, awareness campaigns, and initiatives aimed
at reducing social stigma associated with mental
illness, disabilities, and other marginalized
identities.

stigma, Erving Goffman, spoiled identity, social identity, social stigma, face work,
impression management, social exclusion, labeling theory, social marginalization


	Stigma Notes On The Management Of Spoiled Identity Erving Goﬀman
	Introduction to Goﬀman's Concept of Stigma and Spoiled Identity
	Types of Stigma and Their Impact on Identity
	1. Visible or Obvious Stigma
	2. Concealed or Hidden Stigma
	3. Tribal or Group Stigma

	Strategies for Managing Spoiled Identity
	1. Passing
	2. Covering
	3. Telling or Disclosing
	4. Retreat or Withdrawal
	5. Challenging or Confronting

	Implications of Stigma Management in Society
	Modern Relevance of Goﬀman's Stigma Theory
	Conclusion
	Understanding Stigma: The Foundation of Goﬀman’s Theory
	Types of Stigma
	The Social Construction of Stigma

	Managing Spoiled Identity: Strategies and Techniques
	1. Passing
	2. Covering
	3. Resistance and Aﬃrmation
	4. Normalization and Reframing

	Social Identity and the “Spoiled” Self
	The Stigma Process
	Managing Information and Impression
	The Role of the “Normal” Other

	Implications for Social Interaction and Society
	Critical Reﬂections and Contemporary Relevance
	Conclusion: Goﬀman’s Legacy in Understanding Stigma
	Questions & Answers About stigma notes on the management of spoiled identity erving goﬀman


