
iiiliifilldg.iilfi!i$.. ._. -.

.-

--/

-—- .—---- -— .-— -- .. ....— -.—— ——— -.-————- .. ...— ...----- _



Press analysis carried out for

Infopress Communications Ltd.
using Impact Media Analysis

ISBN0752110071

0 Health Education Authority, 1997

Pirst published 1997

Health Education Authority

Hamil\on House

MabledonPlace

London

WCIH 9TX

DesignedbyA.R.T.Creative Partnership

Printed in Great Britain



Foreword ..............................................................................................................................Vi

Summary of

Introduction

key findings ..................................................................... 1

................................................................................................................... e

Nbthod and rationala ................................................................................. =

Reaulta .......................................................................................................................................S

.

Discussion ..........................................................................................................................l6

Recommendations ..............................................................................................fiS

References ...................................................................................................................... EO

Appendices ..................................................................................................................... =2



#

The taboos surrounding mental distress have a long .

history. Today’sbanner headlines - ‘madaxeman

schizo’- continue a tradition in which people with

mental health problems have come to symbolisesociety’sfears and anxieties

about the workings of the mind and the unconscious. Press coverage is only

one of a complex range of factors which influence beliefsabout mental

health, but it is a crucial one. The high proportion of stories linking mental

ill health with criminality and violence contribute to a damaging stereotype -

- that people in mental distress area danger to society.The truth is that people

with mental health problems are no more likely to commit violent crimes

than anyone else. Contrary to popular belief, there has been no increase in

murders by peoplewith mental health problems over the past twenty years.

Unfortunately,there does appear to have been an increase in public fear and

misunderstanding of mental health issues. “

Peoplewith mental health problems are as entitled .tosupport, respect and

high quality servicesas people suffering from any physiqal illness. Mythsand

stereotypes legitimise discrimination against some of the most vulnerable ‘

members ofrour community, while stigma adds greatly to the suffering of

those experiencing mental distress and of their friends, families and carers. It

erodes confidence and self esteem and makes it difficult for users of mental

health services to participate fully in decisions about treatment, care and

services. It stops people from recognizing the early symptoms of mental “

distress or from seeking help, and may discourage people from seeking a

career in mental health. It also excludespeople with mental health problems

from the workplace.Aboveall, it prevents us from recognizing that the ‘

mental health of individuals,families, organisations and communities

concerns eve~one and underpins the health and well-being of society.

Manyagencies across all sectors have a role to play in challenging stigma and

contributing to an informed debate about mental health issues. This report

highlights the role of the national press and asks journalists and editors to

work with users and health professionalsto uncover the wealth of positive

stories about mental health that are not currently making the headlines.

LynneFriedli

Health Education Authority
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@ Almost 46per cent of all press coverage was about crime,

harm to others and self harm - with 54per cent of tabloid

coverage devoted to these issues and almost 43per cent in

the broadsheets

O Both broadsheets and tabloids made a clear link between

mental ill health,criminality and violence - and stories

making this link were generally given greater prominence

than more positive pieces

O Fo@ per cent of daily tabloid articles and 45per cent of

Sunday tabloid articles about mental health contained

stigmatizing words like ‘nutter’ and ‘loony’

O Pieces giving advice and guidance about mental health

issues accounted for less than 8 per cent of all coverage

O Eighty per cent of all mental health coverage was found in

the broadsheets

O Sunday broadsheets covered mental health issues less

positively than their daily counterparts

O Stories about politics, funding and se~ices relating to

mental health accounted for one fifth of all coverage

O More than a fifth of the coverage promoted the messages

that mental health problems are treatable and that people

with mental distress lead worthwhile lives

O Articles covering self harm and/or suicide were generally

more balanced than those reporting on harm to others

II



Morenewspaperstories about people with mental illness?No- the above

comments are how three users of mental health sewices describe journalists.

And these are not unusual views.Manyusers of mental health services, carers

and health professionalsseem to hold much of the media in contempt for the

waythey report mental health issues. One survey’ found that 60 per cent of

users of mental health servicesblamed the media for growing discrimination,

a woman fr~m south east England expressinga common view:

‘Themare lots ofpeople who come to gr~s with mental health

problems (myself included)and who manage an adequate lif~tgle.

Massmedia always concentrate on the “doomand gloom” attitude

and give a very badpress.’

But just how bad is the reality of media coverageabout mental health issues?

Most peoplewill have seen screaming headlines about ‘psychos’,but are such

extreme examples representative of all media coverage,or is there more

understanding and helpful coverage than might be commonly thought?

This report aims to answer these questions, concentrating on how mental

health issues were covered in the national press throughout the whole of

1996.No previous study has looked in depth at press coverageacross such a

long time period, although clearly this method does not assess a whole range

of other media influences such as broadcast news, documentaries and drama,

or magazine and regional press coverage.

What the report does do, however,is look at the quantity of coveragegiven to

mental health issues in the national newspapersand also assessesthe type of

issues which receivedthe most attention. It analyses how well the coverage.

communicated four key messageswhich, if promoted positively,would

enhance understandhig of mental health issues.

It finds that, across all of the national press, almost half of all coverage linked

mental ill health with violence and criminality. While this is a smaller

proportion than that found in previous media studies’ it is significant,

especiallyas much of this reporting attracts the most space and the biggest

headlines. Givenwe evidence’that people with mental health problems are

more likelyto be victims and no more likely to be violent than anyone else,

such a concentration on negative issues givescause for concern.

But this report is not all doom and gloom. Manyof the articles examined

gave balanced and well-informedcoverage.The landscape of mental ill health

pictured in the national press is not just one of axe-wieldingpsychos,but can”

be a more welcoming place, peopled by men and women experiencing a range
of problems which can, potentially, affect anyone.
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The Health Education Authority asked Infopress

Communications Limited, using the Impact Media

AnalysisService, to evaluate national press coverage

of mental health issues over the whole of 1996.

Press cuttings were supplied by the national mental health chari&, Mind

(seeAppendix1).

Thisreport assesses:
@ the quantity of mental health coverage

@ what type of story receivedthe most attention

~ how positivelythe coveragecommunicated a number of keymessages

about mental health

@ the language and assumptions used by the press

The cuttings were read by analystswho recorded tinetotal volume of coverage

and monitored each piece for the type of language used in relation to mental

health issues.

Each article was assessed“tosee how positivelyit promoted the key messages

being examined, and given a rating between +10 and – 10 for overall

favorability. (SeeAppendix2). This assessment determined whether there

was a ‘negative’or ‘positive’result shown in the charts on the following

pages. Pieceswhich had no relwance to a particular message did not register

a score.

The messages

The followingfour messagesformed the standard against which press

coveragewas meqwred. If these messageswere clearly communicated, they

would help to inform balancedand accurate reporting of mental health issues.

Mentaf health problems am treatable
There is a range of steps which people can take to diminish mental distress,

either as individualsor through professionalsupport. If coveragesuggested

othetwise this would register as a negative score.

People with mental healthproblems am not all criminals
Peoplewith mental health problems are no more likely to commit crime}

including violent crime, than anyone else. Manyusers of mental health

sewices say they feel criminalised by media coverage.If coveragesuggested a

general link between peoplewith mental health problems and criminaliw, it

registered a negative score.

People with mental healthpmb!ems lead worthwhile lives
Manypeople livewith mental health problems and make a positive

contribution to society and to their families.This report analysed how well

this fact was communicated.
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People wi(h mental healthproblems shouidn’t be stigtnatked
Stigma - being made to feel ‘marked’,being shunned, avoidedor abused -

adds to the suffering experiencedby peoplewith mental health problems and

makes recoverymore difficult.This surveyalso looks at how the language

used by the press may itself have been stigmatising.

Afterbeing assessedon how positivelythey communicated these messages,

the articles were placed in specificsubject areas, depending on their main

emphasis. These identified, in broad terms, which topics gained national

press coverageconcerning mental health. It was then possible to see how

much press attention was given to these different areas and to assess the

balance of ‘positive’and ‘negative’coverage in each subject, based on how

well the pieces communicated the key’messagesbeing analysed.

The subjects were: home and relationships; stress; fundin~services; politics;

business; adviceand guidance; harm to selfi crime harm to others;

miscellaneous (including coverageof entertainment, celebrities and sport).

Sometimes individualarticles were allocated to more than one subject. For

example, a piece about coping with post-natal depression and its effecton

married lifewould have been classifiedwithin both ‘adviceand guidance’and

‘home and relationships’.

,



Atotal of 1035national press cuttings was analysed,

with more than 80 per cent of them specifically

about mental health issues. In total, almost 1,222,000

words were written about mental health during 1996(see Figure 1).The daily

broadsheets accounted for two-thirds of all national press coverage,while the

Sunday tabloids had just under 3 per cent. The daily tabloids printed 17 per

cent of all coverageand the Sunday broadsheets about 14 per cent.

Those cuttings recorded as explicitly‘about mental health’ included articles

on the best form of care or medication, or funding issues, or stories wherein

a person’smental state or diagnosiswas central, including pieces about

violenceand other crime. Cuttings ‘about some other subject’,which made

up less than 20 per cent of the sample,were those in which mental health

was not the main focusbut was referred to. Examples included articles on

disability legislation, or a business story mentioning stress in the workplace.

1400000

1

1200000

i
1000000

: i

Daily - Sunday Daily
broadsheete bmadaheete tebloida

Sunday
tebloida

TOTAL

Fig. 1 Volume of coverege about marital health
in the newspapers fmm ‘1996

Figure 2 shows how many times articles coveredeach of the subjects, and

whether they related any of the key messages in a broadly ‘positive’or

‘negative’way.For example,89articles were recorded as giving ‘adviceand

guidance’on mental health issues 79 of these positivelyreflected the key

messageswhile ten did not.

Acrossall national newspapers,coverage linking mental health with ‘harm to

others’, ‘crime’and ‘harm to self’accounted for almost 46 per cent of all

coverage.Piecesconcerning self harm were generally more sensitively

handled, with positive coverageoutnumbering negative by almost 2:1. For

example, the LWUMail (13/12)reported on two ‘drug-related’suicides at a

sixth form college.The story headed ‘Boywhose grief made him easymeat

for the pushers’ reported that one of the deceasedhad been depressedafter his

father’sdeath. Articlescoveringharm to others and crime often used pejorative

languageand rarely conveyedthe messagesbeing assessed.For example,

5
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Thel%ople(9/6),under the heading ‘LISTALLHOSPITALPSYCHOS’,reported on -

a call to register ‘derangedhospital patients’ to ‘protect the public’.Stories

concerning adviceand guidance, which included pieces on coping with

phobias and eating disorders, accounted for just under 8 per cent of all

coverage.For example, the Dad” Mail (10/7)gave extensivecoverageto

depression - ‘Thesilent diseasestriking at the heart of 3m families comes

out of the closet’.Articlesabout politics and mental health funding and

services between them accounted for just over one fifth of all coverage.These

tended to frame the issues in a wider context and did not alwaysstigmatise

individuals.For example, TheEqmvss (21/2), ‘Mentallyill betrayed by health

chiefs’was a piece critical of the standard of care.

Almost43 per cent of all broadsheet coverageabout mental health concerned

the subjects of crime, harm to others and self harm, while almost 54 per cent

of tabloid coveragewas devoted to these areas. Both broadsheets and tabloids,

howwer, covered these issues negatively,clearly linking violent criminal

activity with mental health problems. The proportion of negative,coverage

was, though, greater in the tabloids, with almost 75 per cent of their editorial

about crime and harm to others being negative, compared to 67 per cent of

corresponding broadsheet coverage (see Figures 3 and 4).

The broadsheetk ran more articles on funding/servicesand political issues, ~

such as TheIndependent (21/2), ‘Thepoliticians take over the asylum’

reporting on the Government’snew approach to care for peoplewith severe

mental illness. After ‘harm to other~ and ‘crime’,the ‘miscellaneous’subject

accounted for the most tabloid coverage.TNISincluded coverageof sport,
celebrities and entertainment, which, as they generally do not cover mental
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health issues, were not weIl represented in the cuttings. However,what

coveragedid relate to mental health was largelypositive, such as the Duil~

Mail (7/5) reporting on playwrightTom Kempinski’sexperienceof therapy,

headlined ‘How1became a prisoner of my anxieties’.Pieces on ‘adviceand

guidance’and ‘homeand relationships’were also favorable, such as

‘Postcardsfrom the hedge’ (ZheEqnwss, 4/10) describing how John Major

copes with stress by gardening. Overall,though, such pieces formed a small

proportion of total coverage.
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Figure 5 measures overall favorability of coverageaccording to each subject

across all national newspapers.This is weighted, so the ‘adverse’and

‘beneficial’sections reflect how well each piece communicated the key

messages on the +10 to – 10 scale, multiplied by the circulation of each

newspaper in which the item was carried.

It clearly shows the very negative impact of stories concerning harm to

others and reflects the fact that the tabloids carried a high proportion of this

type of coverage.Asthe tabloids generally have higher circulations they were

measured .as having a bigger impact. Crime stories in general also had an

adverse impact, although the issue of self harm, which includes suicide, was”

treated with more balance.

Overall,most other subject areas receivedmore balancedand positivecoverage,

with an adverse result for political reporting tending to reflect criticism of

Government policy.However,this type of story could also stigmatise people

with mental health problems, for example:TheSun (21/2) reporting on a

‘U-turnon Care in Community policy’headlined with ‘WE’LLLOCKUP5000

PSYCHOS’,with other piecesalso stressing the need to ‘protect the public’.

Stress was one aspect of mental distress most newspapersseemed more at

ease with and covered-ina positive way.For example,The Guanikm (1/10) in

a feature headed ‘Workingto a frenzy’lookedat how people in different

professionscope with pressure at work.
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Lookingspecificallyat how different newspaperspromoted the four messages

being analysed, it is again clear that the link between crimimlity and mental

ill health is made across broadsheets and tabloids. The other messages,

however,were reported more favorably (see Figure 6).

Mental health problems are treatable

This message receivedthe most positive treatment in both broadsheets and

tabloids, particularly in the My broadsheets. There was a trace negative”

result for Sunday tabloids, but overall the findings suggest that the treatable

mture of mental health problems was given credence.

There were numerous mentions of self-helpgroups as being ‘the wayforward’

for care in the community, for exampleThe Guaniian(17/11).Dr Thomas

Stuttaford in The Times (9/7)wrote that depression is common, nothing to

be ashamed of and treatable, while the Dail~Mail (7/10) reported on actor

Jack Shepherd’smental distress and what had helped him. The Mail also

reported on a new surgical treatment for depression, and continuing this

theme TheDailg Tekgraph (23/4)reported on a treatment at the Chelseaand

Westminster Hospitalwhere oestrogen patches had been used to treat post-

natal depression. In a piece linked to DefeatDepression Day,TheIndependent

(24/4) reported on a consultant psychiatrist at GwentCommunity Health

!IYustwho was helping men to deal with their depression and ‘black,isolated

loneliness’.

Coverageof this ‘treatable’messagewas very varied, TheIndqendent on

Sunday (27/10)showing that children with Attention DeficitDisordercould

be successfullyhelped, while TheGuanfianran pieces about ‘socialphobia’

.
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(23/1)and how a range of therapies could help, and lookedat whether mental

health promotion initiatives could ultimately reduce the cost of care (11/12).

Lackof treatment was highlighted as a potential risk factor for individuals

and the public, the Daily Mail (10/11) reporting how Matthew Hooper

stabbed John Trinder to death because he ‘apparentlywas not getting

treatment fdr his obviousmental illness’.In April,most newspapersgave a

lot of space to the case of Darren Carr who deliberately started a fire in a

house where he was a live-inbaby sitter. TheExpms (30/4)described him as

a ‘Communitycare maniac’and blamed !aseries of blunders’ for the tragedy

which allowedhim to kill two sisters.

Acrossall broadsheets and tabloids there were more than 200 occasionswhen

the message that mental health problems are treatable was positively

reported. This was by far the most clearly communicated of the messages -

a very encouraging finding which can only help to increase understanding

about mental health issues. However,these stories did tend to appear on

feature pages and health columns which do not gain the same high profileas

banner headlines and stories higher up the news agenda. ,

peofah with
all criminals

1

mental haalth problems are not

Allnewspapers registered a negative result in reporting this message, with

many emotive reports of criminal violence committed by peoplewith mental

health problems. Overall,negative coverage outnumbered more balanced

reporting by almost 3:1, with stories about harm and crime accounting for

the biggest quantity of all mental health pieces in broadsheets and tabloids.

Bycovering individual cases, many of the articles assessed in this report left

the unquestioned impression that there was a general link between people

with mental health problems and crime and/or violence. Much of this

coveragewas not factually inaccurate, but the headline use of pejorative

language is what most angers users of mental health setvices. For example,

the Dai/” Star’s (18/9)page 2 report on Government plans to issue new

guidelines to managers about allowing people with serious mental illness to

leave.hospital was reported ‘TheGovernment last night moved to stop mental

perverts being freed’beneath the headline ‘DON’TLETTHEMOUT’.Who are

‘they’?The Star goes onto describe ‘them’as ‘fiends’and ‘sexbeasts’,but

such headlines may leave many users feeling under a cloud of suspicion.

In a piece about ‘paranoidschizophrenic WayneHutchinson’, the flail’ Star

(2/2) headlined with ‘Lifesix times for “Tigerof Terror” -a dangerous nutter

who killed two people and injured three others after a hospital blunder let

him on the loose.’In a similar vein, TheSun (7/3) ran the following ‘Maniac

Anthony Smith hacked his mother and little brother to death with an n-inch

Bowieknife.’The Cuatiian (8/3) covered the same story with the headline
‘Schizophrenic freed to kill mother and brother’. This story was followedup

‘ml
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later in the year when Smith threatened to sue the health authority over the

care he had received- reported by TheMirror (25/10)as ‘Nutmay sue dots

who freed him to kill’.

While the issues covered in reports like these are clearly of public interest,

this survey confirms that the amount of coveragededicated to them is very

high. Such cases apply to a tiny proportion of users of mental health senices,

and overall such users are no more likelyto be violent than the rest of the

population and are more likelyto be victimised or attacked than they are to

attack others.5

Stalker stories became popular in 1996,with most newspapers in October

reporting on the ‘crazedrapist who stalked a Pamela Anderson Iookalike’.

Specialhospitals were also a source of continual fascination, a stoxyin The

Mirror(14/5)alleging that nurses fuelled the desires of inmates by supplying

pornographic videosand drugs.

There was little attempt to place such cases in any context, although there

were exceptions. TheL’.qnvss(20/9)quoted a doctor who said that while the

general murder rate had quintupled in the past 30 years, ‘there has been no

increase in homicides committed by the mentally ill’. In TheObsemer,

Dr LouisApplebywrote: ‘Thatmodern urban nightmare, the crazed killer

encountering his victims at random is exceedinglyrare.’ He said that while

such cases were a cause of great concern, ‘the number of incidents is small

and does not appear to be increasing’,adding that future prevention ‘willnot

be achieved by press outrage’. Broadsheetspublished letters taking issue with

pejorative press coverage.For example, TheGuaniian(11/6): ‘the automatic

linking of schizophrenia with violence. . . does a great disserviceto the

majori~ of people diagnosedwith schizophrenia who are not violent.’

People with mental health problems lead
worthwhile Iivea

This messagewas reported positivelyin 79 pieces,with 25 negative. Onlythe

Sunday tabloids registered a slight negative rating. However,the total

quantity of coverage reflecting this messagewas less than for the other three

across all sections of the press. This may suggest an untapped source of

stories and features which could go towards breaking down stigma and

damaging stereotypes by looking at the waypeople are suwiving a range of

mental health problems.

There was generally no sympathy for attempts to rehabilitate seriously

mentally ill peoplewho had committed crime. TheMirror (15/2), ‘SEXFIEND’S

VIPDAYOUT’reported on a man’strip to London as part of his treatment,

while TheSun and TheMinvr (20/4) reported how two Rampton patients

planned to marry, giving the reaction of their victims’ families - ‘whyshould

the two of them be able to enjoy a single moment’s happiness after what they

have done?’.
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Positivecoherageof this message included TheGuardian(23/7)which

reported on a man with a schizophrenia diagnosiswho was responding well

to treatment, and said ‘I’vemade new friends and I’m filling my social “

calendar.’The Daily Mail (8/7) reported how one woman experiencing

‘SeasonalAffectiveDisorderwas able to return to a normal life followingdrug ~

and psychiatric treatment, while the Daily Telegraph(20/7) told the story of a

woman with a schizophrenia diagnosiswho had ‘movedon and is training to

be a counselor herself’.TheSunday Times (29/6) in a piece headed ‘Panic

stations’ showed how phobias could be dealt with, enabling sufferers to enjoy

life,while The 7Ymesin a series on ‘DefeatingDepression’(starting 19/2)

showed how people can and do get through depression to lead fulfilling lives.

TheIndependenton Sunday (17/3) ran an article on how mental well-being

can be learnt, while another piece in the same newspaper (4/7) lookedat the

issue of ethnicity and mental health, asking whether the life of a black person

with mental health problems was ‘worth less than that of others, or is even

.worthless’because of the added stigma of racism.

People with mental health problams
shouldn’t be stigmatized

Articlescommunicating a message directly about stigma were rare. Howwer,

a judgement could be made about the impact of newspapercoverage by

looking at the language used in stories covering mental health issues. Stigma

can make people feel vulnerable and less likely to seek help, so media

influence is clearly important in setting a tone.

Seventy-fourpieces positivelycommunicated this message, with 49

advancing the opposite view.The tabloids recorded a negative score for this ‘

message, with a trace negative result also for the Sunday broadsheets.

An example likelyto increasestigma was on the front page of the D@ Star

(26/1), reporting that patients at Ash~orth SpecialHospitaldidn’twant to eat

beef followingthe BSEscare ‘becauseit might send them MAD’,providinga

menu for inmates including ‘breadand nutter pudding’.Specialhospitals

featured again in the Newsof the W&d (4%?)in a piece headlined ‘KILLERSGET

ADAYOUTONTHENATIONALLOITERY’,describing how ‘maniacs’from Rampton

SpecialHospital enjoyeda“luxury dayout’ as part of their rehabilitation.

Aswell as the use of language like the above,some pieces demonstrated a

lack of sympathy around mental health issues. TheSunda~Times (14/1)was

one of many newspapers to cover trips by.the Princess of Walesto see a

therapist in an article critical of therapy headlined ‘It may not be good to talk’.

In a piece likelyto de-stigmatise serious mental illness, TheMirror (21/6) told

the story of a young woman with a schizophrenia diagnosis being cared for by

her mother, stating ‘mostschizophrenics are not violent towards others’. The
Guanfian(22/7) in a piece headed ‘Mind field’ reported that while ‘people



with schizophrenia are often portrayed as mad axe murderers. . . very feware

violent, they are just ill’.The Independent(13/8) told how many health

professionalsfailed to seek help for weir own stress and mental well-being

‘becauseof the stigma and career consequences of diagnosis’.

Another positiveexamplewas found in the Daily Telegraph(18/6)which

publicised efforts by the National Schizophrenia Fellowshipto challenge the

stigma attached to the diagnosis,pointing out that many peoplewith

schizophrenia are ‘gentle,often creative and very subdued peoplewho are

slow to show anger’. In July,most newspaperscovered the decision of Liberal

Democrat MP,AlexCarlisle, to quit politics to spend more time with his

clinically depresseddaughter. In Maythe Sundag Telegraph(12/5)carried a

big feature, ‘Aviewfrom the asylum’byAnna Reynolds,who spent six

months in a mental hospital and argued that fear stops people from helping

others in menkd distress. Anda letter published in the Dailg lUqraph (8/11)

responding to a news story (6/11)headlined ‘Health shake up after care in the

community fails’pointed out that ‘the vast majority of peoplewith mental

health problems are not a danger’,but a ‘smallminori~’ had been ‘let down’

bysuccessiveGovernmentswho had failed to implement the policyproperly.

Fiend
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Fig. 7 Number of times a range of pejorative terms was
mantionad in tha national press in 1996
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Figures 7 and 8 show the number of times a range of stigmatizing words

were used in the national press across all of the coverageanalysed in this

research. They show that, in the daily tabloids, 40 per cent of all coverage on

mental health issues used these terms, while in the Sunday tabloids the

proportion was 45 per cent. Asthese newspaperstend to have a bigger

readership, they have a wider impact and may normalise the use of the very

terms which users of mental health semices find so offensive.Howwer,

articles which did use this sort of language accounted for less than ten per

cent of all coverageabout mental health.

The fact that some of these terms were also used in the broadsheets was

mainly because they printed letters which used them, for example The

Guardian(8/5):‘the assertion that anyone who resorts to a shrink must be

honkers, daf& squirrelly, bamnas, dippy,wackoor loony,off the wall, in

orbit. . . is extremely offensive’.

While it maybe difficult to hke offenceat the use of some terms with mental

. health connotations, for example rugby’s‘barmyarmy’, certain language does

have an impact. The RoyalCollegeof Psychiatrists, for example, has stated

that the use of pejorative terms to describe mental health problems adds to

mental distress, stigmatises users, and makes people reluctant to seek help!

However,sometimes complaints are listened to. The Press Complaints

Commission (PCC)recently upheld a complaint against pieces in the Daii’y

Star (9/11and 10/11 1995).These described a man who had experienced

mental health problems followingthe death of his father as ‘a raving nutter’

and a ‘loony’after he approached the Princess ofWales in the street. The PCC
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ruled that this breached Clause 15 of its Codeand discriminated against the

man by making pejorative references to mental illness. Afurther complaint

against the Star’s story about patients at Ashworth Special Hospital (26/1)

who were worried about eating beef- headlined ‘DON’TMAKE usMAD’- was

also upheld as breaching Clause 15.

This issue has been recognised by the National Unionof Journalists which in

June 1997published a new leaflet entitled Shock treatment-a guide to

better mental health ~orting. If the advice in it was taken, more balanced

reporting would surely follow.The leaflet quotes a service user who draws

attention to the enduring taboos surrounding mental distress: ‘Journalists

wouldn’tget awaywith using words like nigger or queer -so don’t call us

psychos.’

.
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This report has made value judgments about the

quality of mental health coverage in the national,.:* ...-<.....4... ,;-.V!&.?! .. ; o .
press. It weighed up the articles that actually

appeared against four messagesselected to represent how balanced, non-

stigmatising press coveragemight look.Against such an ideal, perhaps it is

not surprising that the reality was found wanting. Andyet there is much

more to the findings than simply failure to match an ideal.

Almost half of all coverage, in broadsheets and tabloids, was about the

subjects of crime, harm to others and self harm. Stories linking violence and

individualswith a mental illness diagnosiswere common, and generally

given more prominence than more positive pieces. Editors will say that they

are driven by news values, bywhat will appeal to their readers. Yetto give so

much attention to these issues seems odd, especiallysince those with mental

health problems are no more likelythan anyone else to harm others and

because there has been no increase in killings by peoplewith mental illness:

Mental health problems are common, with at least one in sevensadults

experiencing a range of difficulties.But to judge from some of the press

coverage in this area, you might be forgiven for thinking that somebodyin

mental distress was likelyto be a ‘madman’waiting to spring out on ‘

unsuspecting strangers.

Community care

Clearly,a major reason for the extent of this type of coverage is interest in

the policyof care in the community. In July 1996, the RoyalCollegeof

Psychiatrists called for an immediate halt to bed closures for the mentally ill

and an inspectorate to monitor a system in ‘deep crisis’. ADa@ Mail,

editorial (30/3), reflected a common view ‘Carein the community is a phrase

redolent of compassion and concern. But in practice it sums up a world of

ugliness and threat.’ It added ‘...the list of deranged killers goes on and on’.

Unlikesome newspapers it also stressed the need for these ‘unfortunate

people’to ‘get the treatment they require’.

However,a thorough study of murders committed by peoplewho had been

in contact with psychiatric services found that these were a very small

proportion of murders as a whole, and that those responsiblewere a tiny

proportion,of people experiencing mental health problems. It also found that

the popular viewthat scores of peoplewith mental illness were being ‘freed

to kill’was a myth. It also made clear that people with a mental illness killed

themselves at the rate of two a day in England.

An earlier media study,’”which also lookedat the broadcast, regional and

consumer media during one month, found that as much as two-thirds of

coverage linked mental health with ‘harm to others’ - a higher proportion

than this survey found. It concluded that the media does not just reinforce
existing opinions, but also influences ‘beliefs,attitudes and emotional

7EI
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response’about mental health issues.’i’The power of the press is not just a

cliche!

While there is little or no public sympathy for killers, what is lacking is a

sense of proportion and wider context. One role of the press is to try to

explain often complex realities in away which is easy to understand.

However,a large part of the ‘influence’from headline news coverage found in

this study was unlikely to promote greater understanding.

Stigma

Clearly,though, stigma, fear and misundersbnding about mental health and

ill health, precede the current tabloid obsessionwith violence. Terrifying

images of strait-jacketed inmates at ‘Bedlam’are testimony to that and the

press is just one of many factors influencing attitudes. Others include family .

background, the fact that you can’t ‘see’menhl distress like you can see a

bruised knee, and a lack of agreement among health professiomls about what

constitutes mental health and mental illness.Allof these factors help to

make the issue an enduring taboo.

Another key influence is personal experience,” which may outweigh the

‘widence’presented by media portrayals of mental health. However,

screaming headlines do have an impact. A surveyby Mind’~found that more

than half of respondents fearedviolence from peoplewith mental health

problems living in the community, but that the media, not evidenceor

experience,was the source of this fear.

Nevertheless,journalists do not seem deliberately bent on misrepresenting

the issues. Some feel constrained by the newspapersthey write for.One

tabloid journalist” said it was ‘difficultto compete’with stories about

‘schizophrenicson the rampage’,while a broadsheet health specialist

described the whole issue of mental health as ‘intrinsicallyunsexy’-so

gaining positive coveragewas difficult.Atabloid health reporter, however,felt

that ‘scare in the community’ stories were getting tired, but admitted that as

mental health was ‘such an intractable problem’, for a tabloid, ‘unless it’sa

dramatic study of some kind, there’s little to report besides caseswhere

things have gone horrendously wrong’.Abroadsheet specialist acknowledged

that headline-grabbing ‘violence’stories represented ‘atiny minority’ but

were often ‘portrayedas representative of anybodywith such problems, which

skewspublic understand~ng’.Another survey15found“alack of specialist

knowledgeand understanding of mental health issues among jour&lists -

who were possiblyinformed by reading their own coverage!

Encour=gmmont

However,this report does have some encouraging findings. Broadsheets and

tabloids conveyedthe fact that mental health problems are a part of life that

can be dealt with. And the broadsheets, in particular, showed,that people with\
~7
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mental heqlth problems lead worthwhile lives.The tabloids, while accounting

for just 20 per cent of all coverageand giving most attention to crime and

violence, did cover ‘adviceand guidance’ issues with great understanding.

There were, perhaps unsurprisingly, no cases of a celebrity opening his or her

heart to a newspaperabout the stresses of fame being describedas a ‘nutter’.

The fusure

One stumbling block in gaining more positive coveragemaybe the nature of

the subject itself. Perhaps the best wayof breaking down stigma and

damaging stereotypes about mental distress is for users of mental health

services to speak to the press. While many user groups are willing to do this,

it is ve~ hard for people to exposethe most intimate and painful details of

their livesto public scrutiny. This needs more sensitive handling than many

users believe they will receive.Nevertheless, the efforts of those individuals

willing to publicise their experiencesshould be applauded. Newspapers

should seek the viewsof mental health service users to provide more balance.

In 1995,3000 psychiatrists signed a petition calling on editors to stop

stigmatizing portrayals of mental illness.’sHowever,such portrayals have

continued in the natioml press, and perhaps now is the time for mental

health sewice users and others interested in mental health to add their .

voices to the demand for better coverage.

71EI



0 Editors should examine their coverageof mental health issues to

see if it accurately reflects the reality that mental health problems

are common and that violence by peoplewith a mental health

problem is rare

@ Efforts should be made to put the reporting of violence in context

to help minimise public fear and misunderstanding

Q Newspapersshould not automatically and unquestioningly link a

serious act of criminal violence with someone who has a mental

health problem

@ Editors should avoidusing stigmatizing language and recognise

that it adds to mental distress, creates a climate of hostility and

discourages people from seeking help

O Clinical terms such as schizophrenia have precise meanings and

should not be used in non-specificor derogatoryways

O Bygiving more space to articles which seek a greater

understanding of mental health and menti illness, one of the most

common causes of ill health in this countty, editors can help to

reduce stigma

0 Journalists should followthe professioml guidelines outlined in the

National Union of Journalists’ guide to better mental health

reporting, Shock treatment, and the Press Complaints

Commission’sCodeof Practice

@ Journalists themselves should seek to influence the waymental

health issues are reported

(3 Usersof mental health services should seek and be given access to

the media to break down damaging stereotypes about people with

mental health problems

@ Health professionalscan also contribute to better understanding by

co-operating with the media seeking information on mental health

issues

0 Usersand others should complain if coverage is unfair or

misrepresents them, in the first place to the editor of the

newspaperor other source responsible, then to the PCCif they

remain dissatisfied

● Public education campaigns, including WorldMental Health Day

and Respect, should continue to receive support
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Notjust sticks and stones, (note 1 above), found that 14 per cent of

users of mental health services had been physicallyattacked. This is a

much higher victimisation rate than that experienced by the general

public shown by two other sumyx

British CrimeSumey (1996) (figures for 1995)estimates that the total

adult victimisation rate for violent crime is 286 people per 10,000-2.9

per cent.

The Home O/l’icefigure of total recorded crimes of violence against

the person in England and Wales (1996);is239,109,or one in 217-

0.46 per cent.

RevolvingDoorsAgency(1995),Rople with mental health problems .

in contact with the criminaljustice sgstem, in Guite and Field (1997)

Sewices for mentally disordered offenders, in LondonkMentalHealth,

The report to the King’sFund London Commission. Between 1.85and

3.95 per cent of peoplearrested for any crime in London have a mental

disorder.

Research by Hafner and Boker (quoted by Bowden,Homicide, in
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100 times more dangerous to themselves than to others.
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inquiy rntohomicides and suicides by mentally ill people. RCR1996.

During a three-year period (1991-1993); there were 34 murders in . “

England and Walesby people who had been in touch with psychiatric

sewices in the year before the incident. During this period 2000

murders were actually committed. The inquiry examined 22 cases in

detail - only two involvedthe killing of a stranger, only one perpetrator

had been an in-patient and three had been previouslydetained under ‘-

the Mental Health Act.

O Audit Commission,Findinga place: a nwiew of mental health services

fir adults. HMSO,1994.In the last two decades of community care the

number of homicides committed by mentally ill peoplehas not increased

while the number committed byothers has more than doubled.
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* Press cuttings for the media analysiswere supplied

by the mental health charity, Mind.Mind received

the cuttings from the Press Expressagency.

“1! The newspaperscwered in this report were: 7he ~mss, Daily Mail, 7%e

Mirror,TheSun, Dailg Star, TheDaily Telegraph,Financial7Ymes,The

Guatiian, Thelnd~dent, The 7%nes,Mailon Sunday,News of the World,

ThePeople,Sunday Express,Sunday Mirror,Indgvendenton Sunday, The

Observer,Sunday 7Uegrqoh,Sunday Times.

Mind received cuttings which mentioned any of the following

Ashwo~ Special Hospital, Broadmoor Special Hospital, children/young

people - re mental health, community care, CivilRights (Disabilities)Bill,

DisabilityDiscrimination Act,DSS- re benefits for disabled/mentally ill,

depression, disability,fiction book reviews- re mental health, lawreports -

re disabilityand mental health, mental illness - including anxiety,

schizophrenia, senile dementia, phobias, obsessions,addiction to

tranquillisers, and newous breakdowns,mentally disordered offenders,

Millennium awards,Mind,Prison MedicalService,psychiatric/mental

hospitals, psychiatric/mentally ill patients, psychiatrists, Rampton Special

Hospital, ReedCommittee (re mentally ill and the legal system), regional

secure units, Right to Silence, sexualily - re Iesbiardgaymental health,

stress, suicide, and treatment, including minor tranquillisers, anti-

depressants, sleeping pills, major tranquillisers, electro-convulsivetherapy,

psychosurge~, psychotherapyand counseling.

~ The Impact MediaAnalysisSewice consisted of both quantitative

measurement (volumesof coverage,presence of subjects and words, etc) and

qualitative analysis (scoring the presence and strength of nominated

messages on a scale of+ 10 to -10 for each press article). Toreduce the

effectof individual bias, a team of four amlysts was used on the assessment.

(Toguarantee consistency,all analysts are tested everythree months. Each

one analyses the same set of items selected from a real project and the results

are compared to see if any individualshowsa tendency for bias or imccuracy.)

In everyanalysis, once the findings are collected they are subjected to a

number of software tests during processing to check for incorrect entries and

items which displayextreme values. These are identified for manual re-

examination.
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Howaccurately do national newspaperscover mental health issues?

Howdoes coverage in the tabloids compare with that in the

broadsheets? Is the coveragepositiveand mental health promoting

or negative, stigmatizing and criminalising? Bysurveying the total

national press output during the whole of 1996,this unique piece of

research compared the coverageof mental health issues with four

key messages,which, if communicated clearly and consistently,

would constitute balanced and informed reporting of mental health

in the press.

The results, whilst showing clear evidenceof biased and ill-informed

coverage,also reveal some signs of more balanced and considered

reporting that will providemuch-needed encouragement to both

the users and providers of mental health sewices in the UK.

Editors and journalists, as well as other media professionals,should

all find this report a salutary read. But if they followthe

recommendations outlined, they can offermuch support to users of

mental health servicesby influencing public opinion towards a

greater understanding of this complexand challenging issue.
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