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Abstract

This article summarizes research published over the
past decade and identifies areas where future research
is needed to increase our knowledge of the media’s role
in fostering or reducing mental illness stigma. The fol-
lowing questions are addressed: (1) How is mental ill-
ness portrayed by the media? (2) How do media
images of mental illness impact individuals’ knowl-
edge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors with regard to
mental illness? (3) How can the media be used to
reduce mental illness stigma? The review reveals a
lack of recent research on the U.S. media and a need
for precision in how mental illness and the media are
defined for study. Research is needed that involves a
broader range of media channels as well as more dis-
tinctions among different types of content within chan-
nels and a more detailed analysis of media images
themselves. The largest gap to be addressed is the link
between exposure to media images and mental illness
stigma. Use of the media as a tool for change requires
a better understanding of what messages are con-
veyed, how they are developed, and what role media
content producers play in creating these messages.

Keywords: Mental illness, media, stigma, televi-
sion, newspapers, magazines, film.
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Mental illness is one of the most stigmatized conditions in
our society (Tringo 1970; Albrechet al. 1982; Corrigan
and Penn 1999). People with mental illness experience all
of the key features of the stigma process: they are offi-
cially tagged and labeled, set apart, connected to undesir-
able characteristics, and broadly discriminated against as
a result (Link et al. 1989; Corrigan and Penn 1999; Link
and Phelan 1999). Several sources of negative attitudes
toward people with mental illness include labels; behav-
iors; attributions; misinformation, particularly regarding
the association between violence and mental illness (Link
and Phelan 1999); and lack of contact (Corrigan and Penn
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1999; Corrigan 2000). A central aspect of stigma for peo-
ple with mental illness is the perception that they are dan-
gerous and unpredictable (Nunnally 1961; Link and
Cullen 1986; Link et al. 1999).

The Surgeon General's first comprehensive report on
mental health in 1999 identified the stigma and discrimi-
nation associated with mental illness as major barriers
deterring people with mental illness from acknowledging
their mental health problems and seeking treatment (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services 1999). Many
contend that stigma is a major reason why one-fourth of
the estimated 50 million Americans experiencing mental
illness yearly will not seek mental health services (Brown
and Bradley 2002). The Surgeon General’s report was
intended to help reduce such stigma and discrimination by
providing accurate information about mental illness and
its treatment, and by encouraging the development and
evaluation of fresh approaches to the reduction of stigma.

The mass media, including television and broadcast
news, are the primary source of information about mental
illness for many Americans (Yankelovich 1990). The
media are believed to play a major role in contributing to
mental illness stigma via the images they portray of char-
acters with mental illness as well as the misinformation
communicated, inaccurate use of psychiatric terms, and
unfavorable stereotypes of people with mental illness
(Wahl 1995). However, littie is known about the media’s
role in perpetuating or reducing mental illness stigma.

It has been nearly a decade since Wahl’s (1992) sys-
tematic review of more than 40 years of published
research on images of mental illness in the media. He
reviewed research across a range of media channels,
including television, movies, and popular magazines.
More recent reviews of images of mental illness in the
media tend to focus on a specific media channel, such as
television (Signorielli 1998), or on media consumed by a
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specific audience, such as children (Wahl 2003). This arti-
cle summarizes research published since Wahl’s (1992)
review, with the intent of identifying areas where future
research is needed to increase our knowledge of the role
of the media in fostering or reducing mental illness
stigma. The following questions are addressed: (1) How is
mental illness portrayed by the media? (2) How do media
images of mental illness impact individuals’ knowledge,
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors with regard to mental ill-
ness? (3) How can the media be used to reduce mental ill-
ness stigma? Gaps in previous research are identified and
directions for future research are suggested.

Why the Media May Matter

The study of media treatments of persons with mental ill-
ness dates back to the 1950s (Taylor 1957; Gerbner 1959),
with emphasis on the entertainment media’s influences on
the individual. While television has been recognized as
having a pivotal role in “socializing individuals and stabi-
lizing lifestyles” (Gerbner et al. 1982, p. 291), individuals
obtain health information from many sources (Neuendorf
1990). Neuendorf includes entertainment media, and news
and documentary media, in addition to health profession-
als and health professional organizations, and other indi-
viduals as either direct or indirect influences on individu-
als’ health information and health images. Although the
media are but one source of the messages, it is generally
thought that mass media images of mental iliness perpetu-
ate mental illness stigma.

Attempting to understand the influence of mass
media on individuals’ attitudes and behaviors has been a
major focus of mass communication research. Two mass
communication theories, cultivation theory and social
learning theory, are particularly helpful to understanding
how the media act as a socializing agent and thus may
influence the construction and perpetuation of mental ill-
ness stigma.

Cultivation theory suggests that heavy exposure to
consistent and recurrent messages on television will “reit-
erate, confirm, and nourish” values and shape perceptions
of social reality to conform to those presented on televi-
sion (Gerbner et al. 2002, p. 49). According to cultivation
theory, Gerbner and his colleagues submit that ‘‘those who
spend more time ‘living’ in the world of television are
more likely to see the ‘real world’ in terms of the images,
values, portrayals, and ideologies that emerge through the
lens of television” (Gerbner et al. 2002, p. 47). That is,
people who watch a lot of television are more likely to
express opinions and hold values similar to those repre-
sented on television than are people who watch only a lit-
tle television. For example, years of message analyses
indicate that violent crimes occur more frequently on tele-
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vision than they do in the real world, according to FBI
statistics; heavy exposure to television cultivates a mis-
conception about crime and law enforcement in general
(Gerbner et al. 2002). Applying this theory to mental ill-
ness stigma would suggest that people who watch a lot of
television would assume a television world view of men-
tal illness.

Similarly, according to social learning theory
(Bandura 1986), learning can be achieved through not
only direct experience but also through observation.
Individuals can learn a great deal about the world
through what they see and hear, particularly through
media sources (Bandura 2002). Bandura (2002) would
submit that as people watch television they acquire
knowledge about behaviors as well as social conven-
tions such as rules of conduct. Furthermore, according
to social learning theory, those behaviors that are
rewarded are more likely to be learned and invoked than
those behaviors that are punished or unrewarded. Once
again, the nature of the depiction has implications for
the lessons learned. Applying this theory to mental ill-
ness stigma would suggest that television teaches social
conventions of how to treat individuals with mental ill-
ness.

Together, these two theories work in tandem with
each other; cultivation analysis provides descriptions of
the recurrent messages that are being vicariously learned
via observation (social learning theory). In the absence
of real world experience with people with mental illness,
individuals may rely on the media for their perceptions
of those who have mental illnesses (Link and Cullen
1986). Meanwhile, the media tend to consistently link
portrayals of people with mental illness and violent
behavior to a degree greater than the real world associa-
tion (Wahl 1992). This recurrent depiction can lead to
learning through media exposure that people with mental
illness are dangerous, are to be feared, and should be
avoided. Recent research supports this notion, finding
that those who watch a lot of television hold more nega-
tive views of individuals with mental illness than do
those who watch only a little (Granello and Pauley
2000).

In an attempt to better understand how the media
portray mental illness, what the impact of these media
portrayals is, and how the media might be used to reduce
mental illness stigma, a review of published literature on
the media and mental illness was conducted.

Methodology

A series of steps were used to gather the articles assessed
in this article. First, keywords were used to search com-
prehensive data bases, including EBSCO, MEDLINE,
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PsychINFO, and PsychNET, to identify manuscripts pub-
lished between 1990 and 2003. Keywords included such
items as mental illness, psychiatric problems, mental
health, media, television, newspaper, film, magazines,
Internet, World Wide Web, stigma, and prejudice. The
year 1990 was chosen as the date to begin the search to
provide some overlap with papers either in press at the
time of or published concurrently with Wahl’s review
(1992). Second, the abstracts of the papers obtained
from this search were analyzed and selected according
to criteria that evaluated the presence or absence of an
empirical study (i.e., experiment, survey, interviews,
content analysis, discourse analysis, and other qualita-
tive techniques) and the nature of the article. More
specifically, the references obtained via the keyword
search that presented news items or editorials were
eliminated, as were articles in languages other than
English. Last, the articles selected were examined and
relevant papers that were cited in the articles selected
via the data base search (but that did not appear in the
data base) were included in the review, resulting in a
total of 34 qualified references. Table 1 presents the list
of empirical studies examining media, stigma, and men-
tal illness published between 1990 and 2003. While
additional articles were identified in the search (e.g., lit-
erature reviews), only references reporting on new
empirical research studies are included in table 1.

The method of analysis of the final set of articles
was a literature review. Although some argue for the
application of meta-analytic techniques rather than tra-
ditional literary reviews (Wolf 1986; Beaman 1991), it
was felt that the literature in the area of mental illness
stigma and mass media is insufficient to allow a mean-
ingful application of meta-analysis. Echoing Wahl’s
(1992) findings, our search since 1990 found that the
number of empirical papers that can be compared is rel-
atively small because of inconsistencies between defini-
tions of mental iliness and methodological procedures.
Because the main objective of this article was to pro-
vide a panoramic view of what is known and what
remains unknown about the role of media images of
mental illness and stigma, it was felt that a literature
review would be the most appropriate technique. While
this review was intended to be a comprehensive review
of empirical research published on the topic since 1990,
it is not exhaustive because it is biased in favor of
empirical studies. Some detail is provided about each of
the studies presented, within the limits of space con-
straints. Finally, while the intent of this article is to pre-
sent new literature published since Wahl (1992), refer-
ences to older and/or previously reviewed research are
sometimes included to provide a benchmark for inter-
preting current knowledge.
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What Is Mental lllness in Media

Content Research?

Content analysis is the preferred method for assessing the
prevalence of specific types of content in the media and is
a useful tool for message evaluation (Krippendorff 1980;
Neuendorf 2002). The method involves the use of formal-
1zed procedures to enable subsequent inference and analy-
sis of media content and comparison of results of different
analyses over time (Krippendorff 1980). In the case of
images of menta! illness in the media, this would include
how mental illness is defined when applied to characters
and references to mental illness.

The 1996 General Social Survey research indicates
that the perception of what constitutes a mental illness has
changed in the public mind over time to include disorders
such as depression and anxiety (Phelan and Link 1998;
Phelan et al. 2000). While it is beyond the scope of this
article to debate the appropriate definition of mental ill-
ness for use in media research and elsewhere, in recent
studies examining media content, mental illness tended
more often to be considered generically (often as being
synonymous with psychosis) (table 1). Only a handful of
studies identified a specific diagnosis, such as schizophre-
nia (Wahl et al. 1995) or obsessive-compulsive disorder
(Wahl 2000). And, while some studies instructed media
content coders to identify the presence of mental illness
based on categories in DSM-IV (APA 2000) (e.g.,
Diefenbach 1997), others relied on specific labeling by
other characters in the program to establish whether a
character has a mental illness (Wilson et al. 199956, 2000).

Given the relatively limited number of studies for
review and the tendency to define mental illness more
generically in the literature, for purposes of discussion in
this article we do not distinguish among different types of
mental illness but frame the majority of our discussion
around mental illness as generally defined.

Representation of Mental Illness in the
Media

Previous Literature Revisions. It has been just over a
decade since Wahl (1992) reviewed published research
from the 1950s through 1991 that addressed the fre-
quency, accuracy, and impact of the mass media’s por-
trayal of mental illness (p. 343). He reported that depic-
tions of mental illness occur across several media
platforms, including film (6%), television (10-20% of
prime-time programs), and popular magazines (Wahl
1992). Furthermore, Wahl (1992) found a fairly consistent
image of mental illness in the media. Specifically, the
media tended to present severe, psychotic disorders

20z Iudy 01 uo 1senb Aq 690EE6L/EHS/E/0E/RI0NIE/UNB|INEILBIYdOZIYDS/WOoo" dNO"DlWepEDE//:SAY WOl PSPEOJUMOC



P.A. Stout et al.

Schizophrenia Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2004

I

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/30/3/543/1933069 by guest on 10 April 2024

*84l| J0 Aenb

eanebeu e Buiaey se pue
‘191008 uo Joedwi aaneBeu
e Buiaey se ‘Juejoia aiow
se peAeiuod aie sessau|||
[elusWw YiMm sieyoerey)

"SJUBLLIBIBIS BAISUBHO

JO 82IN0S B SE BipeW 8y}

peuonuew (elusiydoziyos

yum suosied) sjuedpiued
8y} JO %0t UBY} 8JOW

‘sjuswysidwoaoe

pue sjybu uewny

SE 4ons senssi eAnisod

uey; sewey} juenbely

8I0W B1oM AjllEUIILD
pue sseusnosebueq

‘Juejadwosul

se peAeiuod eiem sisideisy)
8[BW BjIyM ‘paZIIENXSS UBYO
ai6m sjsidelsy) ajewe

"seuols enebeu
40 uonejuaseldeniono

ue o} spesj

SJUBAB [eUONESUBS/PEQ
Aq peyoye sseu1
[eyusw 40 eBeioncod ey)
uo siseydwse siededsmepn

‘elueiydoziyos

Yum sienpiaiput Aq sueonijod

Jueuwoud g uo syoeye 8y}

Buimol|o) pesesioul esueisIp
|RI00S 10} B1iSep soelang

‘sBuiuesw sseu) jejusWw
JO UONBLWI0) SJepes. By}
eousnyui sednoeid BIpS

uoIsiAe|e)

BIpOW SSBW

siededsmeN

w4

siededsmeN

,BIpew SSEW

BIPOWW Juld

sisAjeue
usiu0)

Keang

sisAjeue
ueuon

sisA[eue
V=) (0]e%o)

sisAjeue
usuo)

Aemnng

sisAjeue
9sn09sIq

Selels panun

seleiS peyun

pue[Eaz MON

selels pelun

Auewien

Aueusen

pue[eeZ MBN

JUBlUOD BIpaW

SSeWw jo uonduasag

S10040 BIPSW SSER

JuUBUCO BIPAW

sseuw Jo uondudseq

JUBJUOD BIPBL

SSew jo uonduoseq

JuBIUCY BIPSW

Ssew Jo uonduoseq

S100)40 BIPSW SSEp

JUBJUOD EBIpSW

ssew 4o uonduoseq

[eleuen

elueiydoziyog

jeisusn)

[e1euUsL)

|EIBUBY)

eluaiydoziyos

[eiouen)

L661

c00¢e

c0oe

6661

L00e

9661

1661

yoeque}eIQ

‘e }8 uosiexoig

‘[ 18 8|epioA0)

le)ey
pue Joyosig

az)nyog
pue ieheuneBuy

Jebuiyosiepy
pue Jehsuuebuy

WIBN pue ua|y

,uopisenp

uopduoseq

82in0S BIpoN

poylew
Arewpd

pajpms
Anuno)

esodind

§88Uu||} |Bjuaw
jo adA)

Jesk

uojiealignd

sioyiny

£002-0661 ‘ssauj|] |[pyusw pue ‘vwbps ‘ejpaw Bujujwexe saipnis |eodwy *| 3jqe)

546



Schizophrenia Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2004

Mental Illness in the Media

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/30/3/543/1933069 by guest on 10 April 2024

"sepnyje Jo S80IN0s
yueuodll Isow 8y} Jo suo se
paAlgoled sem eipaw sse
‘sseu||l |elusw ypum ejdoed
yym Aoewnu jo Bundesoe

2 SSO| 816M S)UBISB|0PY
'Sseu||i [eluew
JNOGE UOHEBULIOJU) O 80IN0S
B SE UOISIAB|8)} [BUOIIDI
JO 8SN 8y} 0} pele|s.Iod
eiem elueiydoziyos yim
e|doed jo Ayjigejoipesdun

2 J0 suondesiey

‘pedojeasp eq o} pesu
Awenb elis 4o siojedipul pirea
pue papasu si uolsseldep
£°L noge uoljewoul Jeneg

‘wey) ey 0} Aoy sse| os|e
eJe si0upe Inq ‘uonejndod
jeseueb ey} jo siequew
e.e uey) ejgejaipesdun pue
snoljebuep sseuj) jeJusw
Ulim Sjenpiaipul 1episuod

€2 ol A|ex1| sse| eJe s10)p3

‘8a0UR18|0}
0] poJE|8.LI0D A|oAEBBL Sem
UOHBULIOMI JO 82JN0S B SB

b4 BIPSLU D1UO0J}O8I6 JO 8SN By}
*8oUB|0ABUSq
0} peje}e.lod Aeaeleu
pue sMeiA ueleluoyiNe
UIM PBIBISOSSE SBM

2 Bumela uoisiagjel 0 Junowy
‘pejusse.d e.e 5}08)8
lley} pue sjsuelyoAsd

L Jo sedAjoeuels oneweuD o1

BIpBW SSEN

BIPOW SSBN

selis qom

siededsmen

BIpaWw
21U0J}08}3

uoISIAB|8).

4

Aemnng

Aanng

sisAjeue
jusiuo)

Aeang

Aeaing

Aenng

sisAjeue
Jeuon

sSeu||l [elusW
SOIBIS PSHUN PIBMO} SePNilY

wopBuy
pauun

Ssau||! |Rlusw
PIEMO} SBPMINY

1UB1U0D BIPSW
sejelg payun  ssew jo uonduose(

ssau||l |Busw

sejels pelun PIEMO} SOPNINY

SejelS pelun  SI08Ye BIpaw SSep

Sejels peliun

510948 BIPSW SSEp

1UBUOD BIpOW
Se)e)S pelun  SSBw jo uonduoseq

|eI8UBL)

eiueiydoziyog

uoissaideqg

jejeuer)

jeJeuen)

[BIBUSD)

jeiouen)

166}

S661

000¢

G661

6661

0002

c661

zedon

S||OMOH
pue Aeae

uesueIsuy
pUE SYIHUD

Hoos
pUE UoSlIauY)

|e 1@ ojjeue.D)

Asined

pUE Oj|8UBIE)

pieqQes
PUE PIEQQED

juopsenp uopdjioseq

821n08 BIpopy

pPoyjsw
Aewpd

pajpms esoding

Anuno)

$8au||| |ejuswW
jo adAL

Jeah
uoped|iqnd

sloyiny

547



P.A. Stout et al.

Schizophrenia Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2004

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/30/3/543/1933069 by guest on 10 April 2024

-o1do} Juepodw

ue sem ||| Ajjeyusw 8y} Jo
sseusnosaBuep Ing ‘Apnis ey}
JO ueds 8y} Ul pesesloep

sseu||) jejusw yym eidoed sisAjeue Ju8juUOd BIPOW sdijiiyd
£l 0l psje|el SeL0IS Bwu) siededsmen eluon  selels pellun  Ssew jo uonduaseq |eieuer) 1661 pue uieys
‘punoy
8l6em ‘eipsuwl 8y} WOl pauLio}
Alebie| sepnyune ‘sseuj|l
[BlUBLI Yim SUOoSIed piemo} wopbBury SS8ul| [ejusw
2  sepniye eaeBeu Ajpwelxy BIPSW SSBW Aening peuun piemo] sepniny [eioUBD) 9661 epey
‘SSeu||l |elusw
PUE 89UBj0IA UBEMIEq
YUl B psquasep elpaw
M’ Wo.y pejoelixe swell sisAjeue wopBury Jusluo9 BIPSW
L SMBU 00G JO SPJIYI-OM] BIPOW SSBW usuo) pejlun ssew jo uondusseq {eJaueY) 661 ‘e 1e ojiyd
JorI8eIUI O}
eJ1sep o sepnline sjoslqns
ul seBueyo ou pasned jng
SSeu||l JO uoNqUIE UO 18y8 Agjuswnoop uonueaIel|
£C eAlsod e pey uonueaiei| uoisiaelel  Juewuedx3y  sejeis peiun jouswdoaeg  elueiydoziyog £002 ‘|e 18 uuad
‘sedAjoe.els JO BsN peyedipu;
21do} 8y} peeaod jey (eipow
sejoiue Jededsmeu eyl Yum Jo uoionpoud)
6]0u 8SEJ S, 18UOISSILIWOD sisAjeue Juejuod eipsw
b B JO uosuedwod ey siededsmepN 8SIN0OS]  puelEezZ MeN SsSew jo uonduaseq EIE]S) 1002 ‘e 1o uneN
‘SoAljeLBU AUUOMSMBU
8Jee.d 0} pesu sisiiewno|
JO 8SNE28(Q PBIBIIUNWILICD
A11BOID JOU B18M $B2INOS $8s$620.d
uedxe se sisujelyoAsd uononpoud pue
Aq pepiaoid sseu|) [ejusw sisAjeue 1usjuoo elpew
€l jo suonoidep easod ey | BIPOW Juld 8sIN02SI]  pueleez meN Ssew jo uonduoseq [BiBUBD) 6661 uireN
JOBJUCO YlIm paysiulwip
(eipew ssew Aq ped
U1 pexoaoud) sseu|| [eusw
yum eidoed ynm Bunpom
premo] Ajeixue sjuepnis sjoeye IUBIAIZ
2 Adeiey) feuonednso elpew SSEN SMBIAIBIU|  SBIBIS pajiun BIPOW SSEW [eJBUBY) G661 pue suoAn
juopisanp uopduasaq 921n0S B|paN poyiew psipnis esodung §83U||| |BIUBW Jeak sioyiny
Aswid Anuno) jo adAy uopesjqnd

PanuUpUOD—E002—-0661 ‘ssauj|t |rruaw pue ‘ewbns ‘Bipaw Bujuywexa seipms (eopidwy *| 3jgel

548



Schizophrenia Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2004

Mental Illness in the Media

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/30/3/543/1933069 by guest on 10 April 2024

‘Ajuenbely paienod

JOU 8J6Mm UOLEBWIOUISIW

4O UOIID8LI0 PUB JuBWies. |
‘punoy esem (suoneoygnd
reindod 1oy Jemoy)

" SB[oIUE JO Jequinu jlews seuizeBep

‘plely ey} u sabueyd

YlMm JuB]SISUOD Juewieel)
puE SSeu||! [ejusLU 0} pejejel
so1do} jo ebues pue se|diue

L )0 Jequwnu ul 8SBaJoul puno4 seuizeBep

‘S|enpIAIpUl SNOWEY JO
S16)[BIS U0 POsSNI0} S8|ILE
18Y10 '81eINJoE SE peAledled
SEM UONBWLIOJU| SIY]
‘uonewlojul oy1oeds pey
Buipesy oidoy} e se Jep.iosip
8AIS|INdWO02-8AISSESq0 pBY

b 1ey) sejoiue /01 jO N0 LE

‘SeLI}eWOoS
1Sese| Je sseuj|l |ejusw
J0 sjeAelod BIpSW BAISUBHO
10 |njuny Buueyunooue

Z  Ppeuodsl s106(Qns ey} Jo %/ /

"uoISsSNosIP sNid oepIA
8} SEM UONIPUOD BADBYS
1sow 8y} Jey} uoISNou0d
8y} 0} pe| (uosied ssejewoy
B UlIM UOISSNISIP puB
08pIA PUB ‘SSeu||| [elusw
uim eidoed ssejewoy
Jo 8)B6nJ)s sy) pemoys ey
08PIA ‘{0JJUCD) SUOIHPUCD
€2 £ yum Juswuedxe uy

‘'sepnyye eajebou
JO uones.d sy Hw|
0] padjey sesseu||l [ejusw pue
UOILO}SIP BIPBW JNoqge
€e uonewJojul dnoejAydoid

seuizefiey

Bipew SSep

Kejuswinoop
UO|SIAB|8]

slededsmenN

sisAjeue
jueuon

sisAjeue
uejuon

sisAjeue
lusjuo)

Aeang

ewuedxy

juewedxy

JuBuUOD BIPSW

selels payun  ssew jo uonduoseq  elusiydoziyos

1U8JUOD BIpSW

sejelg penun ssew jo uonduosaq feseueD)

lepuosip
enIs|Indwod
-8AISSBSqQ

jusjuod BIpSW
SOJElS pelun  ssew jo uonduoseq

SOleIg peluUn  S108Ye BIPoW SSepy |eJousn)

ABejesis Buionpe.
-ewBuys jo Apnig

SS6USSa|BWOoY

epeue) /[B18usY)

ABejens Buonpel

sejeIs pejun -ewbBns jo Apnig |eJBUBE)

G661

2661

000¢

6661

1002

9661

‘818 [UEM

8ARY| PUE |UBM

[UEM

UM

‘e 18 03UBZIIWO|0)

IYEM
pue uojuioy |

uopsenp uopdposeq 92IN0S BIPOW

poyiew
Aewpnd

pejpmis asodind

Anyuno)

$S9u||| [elusw
jo edA|

JeeA

uojledjignd

sioyiny

549



P.A. Stout et al.

Schizophrenia Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2004

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/schizophreniabulletin/article/30/3/543/1933069 by guest on 10 April 2024

's18y}0 10
seajesway) o} snosebuep
PUE ‘9|qBIBU|NA ‘[BIO0SE
‘aalonposdun ‘ejqeioipaldun
150} Buueadde pue
‘uoisueys.dwod ul
Bunioe) ‘lusjoia se Ajpanebeu

L pejoidep eJem sisloeley)
*S]08)J© PUNOS pue ‘vIsnw
‘eoueseedde s sjoeIRYD
e Buipnjou; ‘sedinep
6 yBnouy) pereounwwod
sem uosied ) Ajeluew

€l e Jo ssausnoiebueq

uoisine|al

uolsIAe|e|

‘Aljigeioipesdun pue eous|oin
jo seBew pue ‘sjeidsoy
Ulfeay |Bjusw JO 8INSOJD

L :pebiewe sanss! ulew g
“Anqeloipeidun
pue sseusnosebuep jo
suondedied pesesidul sseu||)
{elusw jo suoneue(dxe

€'z |esneo onsuebolg

siededsmeN

Aeluawindop
uoisIne|e]

‘Ieg) ,S18loRIBYD 19Y)0
ey} pejesiunwwod sebew
aaneBau epum ‘sseujy
[BJUBW 8Y} YIMm J8JOBIRYD
8y} u Isny) siejorleyd
Jey)o pepnjou) sefew:
BAIlISOd :POXIW 818M SSBU((l
[ejuew Jnoqe sebesssaw sy )
‘sseul|l reyuew e Bulaey se
pejeqe| slem Jey} siejoeieyd
PeUIBlUOD UBIP|IYD

1 0) pejebie) seInOW JO %pz  SWYI S,usIpIyD

‘awey) Jusnbeuy Jsow ey} sem
IIns 91doy} 8y Inq ‘pesesiosp
suoldeosed sseusnosebuep
‘paseeJou| senss| 8oueINSU|

1 yileey [ejusw pue ewbiyg siededsmeN

sisAjeue
euo)

SisAjeue
8s4n09sI(]

sisAjeue
wewon

wewiiedxy

sisA[eue
uejuon

sisAjeue
uejuon

uejuod BlpeW
pueleez meN SSew jo uonduoseq

JUSUCO BIPOW
puejgez meN SSBW Jo uonduoseq

uBJUO0D BIPSW
S8lelg paliun  SSew o uonduosaq

ABeess Buonpes

puereaz meN -ewbys jo Apnig

Ju8jU0d BIPOW
Selels pejiun  Ssew jo uonduoseq

Jusjuod eipew
sejelg penun ssew jo uonduaseq

[eiousK)

[RI8USE)

{eseuen

[eieuen)

Jeseuen)

[e18u8Y)

geec|

B6661

G661

200e

€00¢

<002

‘e 16 UoS|Im

‘& 18 UOSIM

10)Ae
PUB SWeljiIM

PEOY PUE JOY[EAA

‘e 18 Jyem

B 18 j[yem

,uopisanp uopduasaq 824n0s BIPOW

poyjsw
Aewid

pejpms esodind

Anuno)

$8aU||| |BIUBW
jo edAy

Jeek

uopeayiand

sioyiny

panuUpuUoOI—E£002—-0661 ‘SSaul|l jeluaw pue ‘ewbps ‘epaw Bujujwexa sapms [eapjdwy *| ajqeL

550



Mental Illness in the Media
-
c
2 Rt
=
]
o
g -
[}
28xpo
ca':'f'u’o
w @ 8=
OS’([,
_GC’EC © O
= O o Z 5]
— == T O
c o2
2 mo_;_q;wo.
8 -C:'géw'%
—-— ‘:.QC:E_‘
S5 TS Hh-=®30
= U =
DCc gpgEC
LY
22 8E®S
-
= c
2| »wo
8| 52
>
S|l 52
Bl EL
= O
2
g8 52
-] -
E§| 3¢
Ty
a E

Country
studied

Type of
mental lliness

Publication

Purpose

year

Authors

Description of mass New Zealand Discourse

General

2000

Wilson et al.

media content

frequently than positive

images.

' Questions: (1) How is mental illness portrayed by the media? (2) What is the nature of media impact? (3) How can media be used to reduce mental illness stigma?

2 Mass media refers to more than one medium or the usse of the general description of mass media as a source of information.
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(Nunnally 1961; Day and Page 1986). Persons with men-
tal illness were depicted as being inadequate, unlikable,
and dangerous (Signorielli 1989) and as lacking social
identity (Wahl and Roth 1982). Characters with mental ill-
ness were portrayed as unemployable—they were less
likely to be employed outside the home and more likely to
be seen as failures when employed (Signorielli 1989).
Even more consistent were depictions of violence and
dangerousness associated with media images of mental
illness. Signorielli (1989) found that 72 percent of charac-
ters with mental illness portrayed in prime-time television
dramas were violent.

Waht (1992) cited several limitations of the research
included in his review. First, the studies were old and
might not have reflected the changes that had occurred in
the industry, especially television, by the early 1990s.
Second, methodological issues involving common ele-
ments of content analysis such as a lack of consistency in
what was being studied (e.g., a mental disorder and its
treatment vs. mental health treatment personnel and insti-
tutions) and how to define and code relevant terms limited
direct comparison of findings from the studies. Also, iden-
tification of common characteristics of persons with men-
tal illness varied based on the types of illnesses included
in the study as well as the nature of the sample (e.g., cod-
ing actual media content vs. coding descriptions of film
and television programs).

Recent Research on Images of Mental Illness. Since
Wahl (1992), the nature and scope of the study of mental
illness has changed. First, in Wahl’s review (1992), televi-
sion was “by far the most studied medium” (p. 344) and
appeared to be the primary contributor of mental health
information. However, recent research on images of men-
tal illness in the media indicates that while television con-
tinues to receive a fair share of attention (Diefenbach
1997; Wilson et al. 19995, 2000), research attention to
other media sources, including newspapers (Williams and
Taylor 1995; Thornton and Wahl 1996; Allen and Nairn
1997; Nairn et al. 2001; Coverdale et al. 2002; Wahl et al.
2002), general circulation magazines (Wahl et al. 1995;
Wahl 2000), and film (Gabbard and Gabbard 1992;
Bischoff and Reiter 1999; Wahl et al. 2003), is growing.
Some attention is being drawn to new media such as the
Internet (Griffiths and Christensen 2000), yet no research
has been conducted in the area of direct-to-consumer
(DTC) advertising or public service announcements
(PSAs). Second, of the few studies that examine televi-
sion content, recent research not only assesses the mani-
fest or surface content of mass media messages (most
often using content analysis) (Diefenbach 1997) but
attempts to identify the underlying meanings of messages
(most often through discourse analysis) (Wilson et al.
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19994, 1999b). Moreover, across all media outlets, a num-
ber of studies have been examining print and visual content
outside of the United States, most notably in New Zealand.

Over the past decade, research on media content has
indicated growing attention to images of mental illness in
print media, both in newspapers and in popular maga-
zines. Previous research on newspapers indicates a link
between violence and mental illness. Shain and Phillips
(1991) found that 85 percent of United Press International
stories reporting on former psychiatric patients empha-
sized the perpetration of a violent crime. Philo (1998)
suggests that this link between violence and mental illness
is amplified by U.K. newspapers’ common practice of
noting in the headline that a crime was perpetrated by a
person with mental illness. German newspapers also
report a disproportionate number of negative stories on
mental illness linked to news coverage of sensational
events (Angermeyer and Schulze 2001).

More recent research on newspapers includes trend
analyses that indicate that references to dangerousness are
decreasing in the articles that discuss mental illness (Wahl
et al. 2002). In a national sample of 300 articles contain-
ing the words “mental illness” from six U.S. newspapers,
Wabhl et al. (2002) found more coverage of issues of
stigma, fewer themes of dangerousness, and fewer articles
with a negative tone in 1999 than in 1989. Dangerousness
was still the most common theme in 1999, however, and
negative articles outnumbered positive ones. Wahl and
colleagues also found that articles used the term “mental
illness” in lieu of naming a specific psychiatric disorder.
Others have also found an increase in attention paid to
causes and treatments of mental illness (Shain and
Phillips 1991) and an increase of references made to
stigma and mental illness as well as more interest in pre-
senting information about mental health policies and their
consequences (Williams and Taylor 1995). However,
images of mental illness associated with violence and
unpredictability were also prevalent (Shain and Phillips
1991; Williams and Taylor 1995).

Coverdale et al. (2002) examined 600 items depicting
at least one person with mental illness published in a
national sample of New Zealand newspapers over a 4-
week period in 1997. News articles and editorial pieces
were most common (94%). Negative depictions occurred
most frequently, with dangerousness to others (62%) and
criminality (47%) the most common. Positive depictions
occurred in 27 percent of the items and included themes
of human rights, leadership, and educational accomplish-
ments. Nearly half (47%) of the items used generic termi-
nology for mental illness in lieu of a specific diagnostic
category. While the authors caution that their findings do
not generalize to media outside of New Zealand, they
conclude that print media portrayals of mental illness are
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“negative, exaggerated and do not reflect the reality of
most people with a mental illness” (p. 700). The authors
also express concern that such depictions encourage
stigma.

A few recent studies have examined how mental ill-
ness, specifically diagnostic categories such as schizo-
phrenia (Wahl et al. 1995) and obsessive-compulsive dis-
order (OCD) (Wahl 2000), is presented in popular
magazines by assessing the type and accuracy of the
information presented to the general public. Wahl et al.
(1995) examined 137 magazine articles on schizophrenia
identified between 1964 and 1992 using the Readers’
Guide to Periodical Literature. Few articles were found
(nine annually), with the majority coming from “popular
science” magazines that reported briefly on specific
research findings. Wahl (2000) conducted a similar exami-
nation of OCD and identified 31 (of 107 total) articles
between 1983 and 1997 that discussed OCD explicitly. He
concluded that these articles were fairly accurate in how
they presented symptoms, causes, and treatments. The
remaining articles identified focused on news-related
issues involving obsessed fans stalking celebrities. Wahl
comments that this suggests a lack of distinction between
OCD and “obsessive” behavior and may be communicat-
ing misinformation.

Since Wahl’s 1992 review, few studies have exam-
ined images of mental illness on television. One study
(Diefenbach 1997) content-analyzed a 2-week sample of
U.S. prime-time network television programming in the
fall of 1994. In his sample of 184 programs, 32 percent
contained at least one character with mental illness. The
focus of the study examined the relationship between the
portrayal of persons with mental disorders and violent
crime. He found persons with mental illness to be nearly
10 times more violent than the general population of tele-
vision characters. The violent offender had a mental ill-
ness in over 50 percent of the programs in crime dramas,
reality-based shows, news magazines, and movies. This
rate dropped to about 12 percent in other dramas, and no
characters with mental illness were found in situation
comedies. In comparison with U.S. crime statistics, the
persons with mental illness portrayed on television were
10 to 20 times more violent than those with mental illness
in the U.S. population.

Two studies that examined images of mental illness
in television were conducted in New Zealand. During
1995-96, Wilson et al. (1999b) examined 14 prime-time
television dramas that included at least one character with
a mental illness. Programs originated in the United
Kingdom, Australia, or New Zealand (no U.S. programs
were included in the analysis). Ten patterns or themes
were identified in the depiction of mental illness (includ-
ing dangerous/aggressive, simple/childlike, unpredictable,
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failure-prone/unproductive, asocial, vulnerable, danger-
ous/incompetent, untrustworthy, caring/empathic, and
social outcast) that had different interplays in various set-
tings and were shaped by the needs of the story within the
program. Characters were depicted as physically violent
and depicted negatively in the majority of occurrences.
The authors found the portrayal of people who have a
mental illness “outstandingly negative” (p. 236) and con-
cluded that this contributes to the stigmatization of this
population.

Similar results were found in a second New Zealand
study (Wilson et al. 2000) that examined nearly 60 hours
of television programs directed to children under 10 years
of age. Forty-six percent of the 128 episodes contained
one or more references to mental illness, predominantly in
cartoons. Terms commonly occurring as references
included “crazy,” “mad,” and “losing your mind” and
denoted loss of control. Characters with mental illness
portrayed in the programs were “stereotypically and bla-
tantly negative and served as objects of amusement, deri-
sion or fear” (p. 442). Yet the authors also found that
many of the references to mental illness were about a
character’s actions in a situation rather than a character’s
nature or mental state (p. 441). The authors conclude that
young viewers are being socialized to have stigmatizing
conceptions of mental illness.

In a recent review of a number of studies of the
depiction of mental illness in children’s media in the
United States, Wahl (2003) concluded that references to
mental illness are frequent in these media vehicles geared
to children. The negative images that include links to vio-
lence and criminality are more frequent than are positive
perspectives on characters who exhibit symptoms of men-
tal illness.

Negative portrayals of characters with mental illness
also appear in children’s films. Wahl et al. (2003) exam-
ined 49 children’s films and found that 24 percent had at
least one character labeled as having mental illness and 43
percent contained references to mental illness. Of the 14
characters identified, the majority were adult, male, and
Caucasian and were depicted as violent in 67 percent of
the films. Wahl et al. found that mental illness tended to
be contextualized in a manner where other characters
responded in positive ways to the character with mental
illness. Yet characters with mental illness also tended to
threaten and frighten other characters.

Not only are characters with mental illness portrayed
negatively; two studies suggest that film also distorts the
image of mental health professionals. Bischoff and Reiter
(1999) reported the results of a content analysis of movies
that were shown in the United States between 1988 and
1998 and included at least one character who was a men-
tal health clinician. They identified 61 movies with a total
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of 99 characters portrayed as clinicians. The authors
found that female clinicians were more likely to be por-
trayed as sexualized and male clinicians were more likely
to be portrayed as incompetent. Males were gender-
stereotyped as ill-equipped to address the emotional prob-
lems of others. The authors suggest that by understanding
the stereotypes of mental health professionals portrayed in
movies, therapists may be better able to address the myths
clients have about treatment.

Gabbard and Gabbard (1992) report on a critical
analysis of nearly 85 years (1906—-1989) of theatrically
released American movies, where roughly 300 films fea-
ture a psychiatrist or other mental health professional.
While they identify ten stereotypes found in cinema that
present psychiatrists in negative roles such as “libidinous
lecher,” “eccentric buffoon,” and “unempathic coldfish,”
positive stereotypes were also revealed. Like Bishoff and
Reiter (1999), they conclude that if therapists can under-
stand the nature of the attitudes clients bring to counseling
treatment, this can enhance their understanding of their
clients’ feelings.

Only limited research has been conducted focusing
on new media such as the Internet or video games. The
Pew Internet and American Life Project reports that the
use of the Internet as a source of information about health
issues in general is a normal activity for a majority of
U.S. Web surfers (63%) but not as preponderant for men-
tal health issues (21%) (Fox and Fallows 2003). However,
only a single study could be identified that addresses con-
tent related to mental illness online. Griffiths and
Christensen (2000) found that while the Web sites they
examined contained useful information about depression
treatments, the overall quality was poor because it was
difficult to determine the scientific evidence behind the
assertions found on these sites.

Finally, virtually nothing is known about how mental
illness may be represented to either perpetuate or reduce
stigma via messages delivered through DTC advertising
or PSAs. While PSAs have been used to endorse change
in the stigmatization of people with mental illness
(Epilepsy Foundation 2001; Brown and Bradley 2002),
little is known about the effects of this type of message on
the public’s knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors regarding
mental illness, and no evidence has been collected to date
exploring the depiction of mental illness in PSAs or DTC
advertising.

Evidence of Effects of Mass Media and
Mental Illness Stigma

Correlational Evidence From Survey Research. Wahl
(1992) concluded that research supported the belief that
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“media images of mental illness can influence public
knowledge and attitudes about mental illness” (p. 348).
This conclusion tends to be echoed by other studies that
suggest the mass media are an important source of infor-
mation about mental illness and, in some cases, of nega-
tive attitudes toward people who have a mental illness.
Lopez (1991) examined the attitudes of adolescents aged
14 to 18 about mental illness and found that mass media
and parents are the most important sources of their atti-
tudes on perceived personal experience with someone
with mental illness. Furthermore, Levey and Howells
(1995) explored the beliefs about dangerousness, unpre-
dictability, and differentness of individuals in relation to
people with schizophrenia and found that among mem-
bers of the general public, and undergraduate college stu-
dents in psychology and nursing, respondents believed
that people with schizophrenia are different from them
and are unpredictable. They also found that higher ratings
of unpredictability were associated with participants’
identification of fictional television as a source of infor-
mation about schizophrenia. Moreover, these beliefs were
associated with rejection and fear of people with mental
illness. Interviews with health care providers in the field
indicated high levels of anxiety associated with personal
contact with a person with mental illness, attributed in
part to the mass media (Lyons and Ziviani 1995). Daily
contact lowered the negative feelings, however.

In an attempt to explore this relationship between
media use and knowledge and attitudes about mental ill-
ness, Granello et al. (1999) examined differences among
undergraduate students’ scores on the Community
Attitudes Toward the Mentally 11l (CAMI) (Taylor and
Dear 1981) questionnaire and their self-reported primary
source of information about mental illness. Individuals
who reported receiving their information primarily from
electronic media (e.g., television, film) reported less toler-
ance of individuals with mental illness than did individu-
als who received their information primarily from print
media. In a subsequent study, Granello and Pauley (2000)
examined the amount of television viewing by individuals
and their attitudes toward persons with mental illness
(Granello and Pauley 2000). Of 154 undergraduate col-
lege students participating in the study, roughly one-third
(53 students) reported that television was their primary
source of information on mental illness. Again, comparing
scores on the CAMI as a measure of attitudes, amount of
time spent watching television was significantly and posi-
tively related to intolerance toward mental illness, was
associated with authoritarian views toward people with
mental illness, and was associated with less positive atti-
tudes of benevolence. The authors also found some evi-
dence of differences in individuals’ intolerance across dif-
ferent genres of programs, with reported viewing of

554

P.A. Stout et al.

daytime soap operas and prime-time situation comedies
associated with more intolerance. Overall, those who
watched more television had more negative attitudes
toward persons with mental iliness.

News coverage can also affect the perception of peo-
ple with mental illness. Results of a longitudinal assess-
ment of the general population’s attitudes toward people
with mental illness after the reporting of attacks against
two German politicians by two individuals with schizo-
phrenia (Angermeyer and Matschinger 1996) indicate the
public’s increased desire for social distance and a growing
tendency to view psychiatric patients as dangerous and
unpredictable. However, the conclusion of the long-term
effects of these reported crimes is unclear. Two years after
the crimes took place, the desire for social distance was
lower than immediately after the crime but still higher
than before the crime. Another longitudinal study in the
United Kingdom (Reda 1996) assessed public perceptions
and attitudes toward persons with mental illness among
100 residents of an urban area prior to and following the
opening in their neighborhood of a residential facility for
former psychiatric patients. The interviews revealed nega-
tive attitudes toward persons with mental illness, attrib-
uted largely to how the media covered this event and the
residents of the facility.

Evidence From Experimental and Quasi-Experimental
Research. While these studies contribute to our under-
standing of how the media may influence mental illness
stigma, survey research can provide only correlational
evidence for the impact of the media on knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors regarding mental illness.
Experimental or quasi-experimental research can begin to
provide evidence about the link between exposure to
media messages and mental illness stigma. Public educa-
tion about mental illness is thought to be an important
way to affect stereotypes and stigma (Corrigan and Penn
1999). It is assumed that more accurate information about
mental illness will foster more positive attitudes toward
persons with mental illness. A handful of recent studies
have attempted to assess the impact of corrective informa-
tion about mental illness by presenting different types
and/or formats of information via the media.

To examine whether negative news reports of violent
crimes by people with mental illness can be mitigated by
corrective information, Thornton and Wahl (1996) exam-
ined the impact of four types of newspaper articles. The
attitudes of 120 college students were assessed using the
CAMI measure as well as a set of fear and danger scales.
Two types of corrective information were presented: one
addressing and attempting to correct misconceptions
about mental illness, and a second discussing media dis-
tortion of mental illness. Participants who read the target
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article (compared to those who did not) were more likely
to indicate less acceptance of people with mental illness
and more likely to endorse statements indicating per-
ceived danger from and fear of persons with mental ill-
ness. However, the authors also found that participants
who read either of the forms of corrective information
prior to the target article reported more acceptance of per-
sons with mental illness and less fear and perceived dan-
ger than those reading the target article without the cor-
rective information. The authors conclude that corrective
information may be effective in offsetting the effects of
negative news reports about persons with mental illness
but caution that generalization of the findings is limited
because of the absence of a preexposure measure of atti-
tudes.

However, corrective information provided to viewers
of a televised film was not sufficient to counteract the
stigmatizing impact of the film (Wahl and Lefkowits
1989). Wahl and Lefkowits (1989) attempted to reduce
the negative effect on attitudes of a film depicting a killer
who had a mental illness with a film trailer that explained
the nonviolent nature of mental illness. The trailer,
intended to reduce participants’ fear of violence in mental
illness, was shown on screen and read aloud, and pre-
sented at three points during the film (at the beginning,
after the first commercial, and at the end of the film).
Eighty-six college students were shown a film with and
without the film trailer. A third group of 19 students
viewed a film not about mental illness. Attitudes were
assessed using CAMI measures after the film had been
viewed. Findings indicate that those seeing the target film
had significantly less favorable attitudes toward mental
illness and community care than participants seeing the
control film, regardless of whether they viewed a trailer
with the target film. The information trailer did not miti-
gate the negative influence of the target film on partici-
pants’ attitudes. The authors again point out the limits of
generalizability of the findings given the lack of a preex-
posure measure of attitudes as well as the use of students
in lieu of a sample more representative of the general pop-
ulation.

Other researchers, such as Penn et al. (2003) and
Walker and Read (2002), also found that cognitive mea-
sures, such as attribution or causal explanations of mental
illness, might change favorably after exposure to informa-
tion about mental illness, but this did not translate to posi-
tive attitudes toward people with mental illness or amelio-
rate negative perceptions after subjects viewed a
television documentary about mental illness. Specifically,
Penn et al. (2003) examined whether a documentary
depicting individuals with schizophrenia would reduce
stigma. One hundred sixty-three individuals viewed one
of three documentary films (on schizophrenia, polar bears,
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or being overweight) or no film. The authors found that
viewing the documentary about schizophrenia resulted in
less likelihood to blame persons with schizophrenia for
the disorder but had no impact on general attitudes about
the disorder (e.g., perceived dangerousness) or on partici-
pants’ intentions to interact with persons with schizophre-
nia.

Walker and Read (2002) explored whether different
explanations for mental illness (a psychosocial vs. bio-
genetic/medical cause) would lead to different effects on
attitudes among college students in New Zealand.
Students saw one of three different 5-minute videos that
first showed a doctor presenting one of three causal expla-
nations (medical, psychosocial, or combined) for mental
illness, followed by the same scene of a student describ-
ing his symptoms. Pre- and postexposure attitude mea-
sures indicated a tendency toward more negative than
positive attitudes toward persons with mental illness. Use
of a medical explanation did not improve attitudes, and in
fact, perceptions of dangerousness and unpredictability
were stronger among participants viewing the video with
the medical explanation. The authors found that persons
with previous contact with someone who had used psychi-
atric services had more positive attitudes.

One study found that a mediated message plus con-
tact with a person with mental illness was more influential
on attitudes than a message alone. Tolomiczenko et al.
(2001) examined the impact of a video that described a
successful story of homeless persons with mental illness
on attitudes of viewers toward those individuals depicted.
Nearly 600 high school students in Canada participated in
one of three (control, video, or video plus discussion with
a homeless person) versions of a 2-hour course. The
authors found that females and persons with previous
encounters with homeless persons had more positive atti-
tudes after the educational session. However, when con-
trolling for these effects, the video alone had a negative
impact on attitudes compared to the other groups, and the
video plus discussion had the most positive impact. The
authors conclude that contact with members of stigma-
tized groups is important to reduce negative attitudes.

Using Media as a Tool for Change

If the mass media can have a negative influence on the
perception of mental illness, it is reasonable to expect that
it should also be able to exert a positive influence to
reduce stigma. The synthesis of findings from research on
the role of the media in mental illness as well as other
areas suggests the need to understand two processes of
message production and how they work together. The first
involves a better understanding of the nature of the mes-
sages and how more appropriate messages might be
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developed. The second involves a better understanding of
the role of media content producers (i.e., writers, journal-
ists, newspaper editors, and producers of television
shows, newscasts, or movies) in creating these messages.
Can there be a shift to portrayals of mental illness that are
unbiased and fair and that present the many points of view
of people involved in mental health care? If so, how
might this shift be accomplished?

One possible answer may be revealed by analyzing
the production procedures of entertainment and news to
gain an understanding of the forces that shape the mes-
sage. Some researchers (Signorielli 1989; Nairn 1999;
Salter and Byrne 2000) suggest that to challenge and
change the media’s current practices, the needs, values,
and economic realities of journalists, screenwriters, and
other producers of mass-mediated messages must be
understood. Few empirical studies have explored media
content producers’ attitudes and knowledge about mental
illnesses. Grierson and Scott (1995) found some evidence
that producers of print news stories have more enlight-
ened views of persons with mental illness than do the gen-
eral population. Following a telephone survey of residents
of Alabama, researchers mailed survey questions to edi-
tors and managing editors in Alabama. Results indicate
that editors are less likely than the general public to con-
sider persons with mental illness as dangerous and unpre-
dictable, but editors also express resistance to hiring per-
sons with mental illness.

The very nature of news production may influence
the framing of mental illness in the mass media. First,
conventional wisdom would suggest that more accurate
information about mental illness will foster greater
knowledge and more positive attitudes. Nairn et al. (2001)
found that factual, correct information is often accurately
represented in the media. However, while these news sto-
ries are based on balanced, scientific approaches, the end
product reflects a negative slant that was absent in the
original materials used for the story. The researchers con-
clude that to make a factual, unbiased document into a
newsworthy story, the news media need to transform the
information in a way that often results in a negative fram-
ing and a nonindividualized description of a mental illness
that corresponds to traditional, stereotypical perceptions
of these types of issues. Second, it has been suggested that
as a way to reduce stigma, psychiatrists need to be more
available to the media and more active as expert sources
of information on mental illness. Nairn (1999) discovered
that psychiatrists’ opinions included in news articles were
found to be ineffective because of journalists’ need to cre-
ate newsworthy articles rather than positive views of men-
tal illnesses. Understanding how journalists and other
media producers have to balance newsworthiness (which
by its own nature dictates a simplistic message) and fair-
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ness (which requires some level of complexity) to the
subjects of their stories and news reports, is necessary for
the media to be used as a tool for change. Allen and Naim
(1997), however, challenge the assumption that negative
media depictions of mental illness occur because journal-
ists are poorly informed or because “sensation sells.”
From a discourse analysis of news stories they conclude
that media practices used to engage readers necessitate a
style of writing requiring readers to draw upon ‘“‘common-
sense knowledge” that mental illnesses make people dan-
gerous and unpredictable, thereby making readers co-cre-
ators of the text.

In entertainment television as well, narratives are
often formulaic. Wilson et al. (1999a) analyzed 14 New
Zealand television dramas to examine how dangerousness
was constructed in media depictions of persons with men-
tal illness. Using discourse analysis to examine the pro-
duction features of the programs, they identified nine
devices (appearance, music and sound effects, lighting,
language, intercutting, jump-cutting, point of view shots,
horror conventions, and intertextuality) as contributing to
signifying the dangerousness of the person with mental
illness. They suggest that mental health professionals
must understand the practices and priorities of television
production if they are to collaborate effectively with pro-
ducers to create dramas that reflect the reality of mental
illness.

Some suggest that to change the current media land-
scape, it is important to provide information and educa-
tional material to journalists. Smellie (1999) proposed a
mental health short course for training young reporters
that would cover medical, legal, and political issues in its
curriculum, similar to the way in which journalists are
taught reporting techniques for court, police, and govern-
ment beats. Furthermore, general guidelines for journal-
ists have been proposed. For example, Shain and Phillips
(1991) stress the importance of presenting the mental sta-
tus of a person in a story only if this is relevant to the
news article. Shain and Phillips also echo the traditional
plea to journalists to use terminology with precision, fair-
ness, and expertise when describing individuals with men-
tal illness and their symptoms.

Identifying Gaps in the Research

A number of gaps are evident after examining the past 10
years of research on mental illness images in the media.
In this section, key gaps in what is known about mental
illness in the media are identified and directions for future
research are suggested, addressing the three questions that
have driven this review: (1) How is mental illness por-
trayed by the media? (2) How do media images of mental
illness impact individuals’ knowledge, beliefs, attitudes,
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and behaviors with regard to mental illness? (3) How can
media be used to reduce mental illness stigma?

Gaps in Media Portrayal Research. While a number of
studies have examined the portrayal of mental illness in
the media over the past decade (20 studies of the 34 in
table 1), it is difficult to draw reliable conclusions or estab-
lish trends because of a number of factors. First, over half
of the studies examine media outlets outside of the United
States (10 studies: 7 in New Zealand, 1 in Australia, 1 in
Germany, and 1 in the United Kingdom; table 1), making
direct comparisons impossible because of the variety of
media systems and cultural differences. Second, the disclo-
sure of and precision of definitions are necessary for sub-
sequent inference and comparison of analyses of different
studies over time. Exactly how mental illness is defined
and identified in some studies is unclear, and other studies
examine only specific terms. Third, research has been lim-
ited to a relatively narrow range of media channels, most
frequently prime-time television, newspapers, general cir-
culation magazines, and films. For example, regarding
television studies, research has continued to focus on net-
work television to the exclusion of cable television and to
focus on prime-time television to the neglect of television
in other portions of the day (e.g., daytime, morning), with
few exceptions. Also conspicuously absent is research that
addresses specific various forms of advertising as well as
new media. Fourth, little is known about contextual factors
that may affect the nature of the depiction. For example,
very little research has examined how different groups
(e.g., consumers of mental health services, family and
friends, health care providers, employers, landlords) are
portrayed in terms of demographic characteristics such as
age, sex, race, and ethnicity.

Given these concerns, more systematic research that
catalogs and monitors images of mental illness across dif-
ferent genres and different media channels over time
would enable documentation of the frequency and nature
of images. Recent research seems to suggest that some
media, such as general circulation magazines (Wahl and
Kaye 1992), may present more accurate and positive
depictions of mental illness than other media channels,
such as prime-time television dramas or print news
(Diefenbach 1997; Wahl et al. 2002). Although there
seems to be a consensus that media depictions of mental
illness are associated with violence and are generally neg-
ative, the current state of research cannot comment on
whether all representations of mental illness in all media
are similar. A lack of any systematic approach to examin-
ing images of mental illness across different media chan-
nels over time limits the construction of a composite pic-
ture of the universe of images that are typically depicted
in the media. While people tend to consume a range of
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different media channels in their “media diet,” most previ-
ous research has examined a single media channel in iso-
lation. A systematic approach to monitoring images of
mental illness in the media would contribute to examining
the “media diet” consumed by audiences and foster a bet-
ter understanding of how different media work and how
messages combine to affect audiences.

Gaps in Media Impact Research. The majority of
empirical studies done in the past decade focus on media
impact (14 studies; table 1). In this literature, two major
sources of concern arise. One area of concern focuses on
the nature of the subjects participating in research. For the
most part, the majority of research on impact has claimed
to focus on the “general public” while tending to use col-
lege students as the participants in studies. The use of stu-
dents as convenience samples is prevalent in recent
research and limits generalization of findings to adults in
the community. Moreover, little research attention has
focused on how persons with mental illness perceive the
effects of images of mental illness in the media. People
with mental illness are directly affected by the content of
media channels too, because more than 40 percent of
mental health consumers (Wahl 1999) or people who have
schizophrenia (Dickerson et al. 2002) reported that they
had often or very often been hurt or offended by messages
in mass media. However, this audience has received little
attention in empirical research. Research is also lacking
on adolescents and children, two audiences who may be
more impressionable when exposed to media images
(Comstock 1993). Wahl’s (2002) review underscores the
need for additional research on the impact of media on
children’s views of mental illness.

While audience characteristics are of concern, by far
the largest gap in the literature regarding mental illness
and mass media to date is a lack of empirical evidence
that links exposure to media content with depictions of
mental illness and the formation and maintenance of
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors that perpetuate or
reduce stigma. The handful of experiments (four since
1990; table 1) that have been conducted to assess impact
have examined the role of information as an influence in
correcting perceptions about persons with mental illness,
with special attention to participants’ perceptions about
persons with mental illness being dangerous and unpre-
dictable. However, studies are not comparable because of
limitations in methodology (e.g., lack of pre- and post-
exposure measures of attitudes) and the lack of generaliz-
ability of the studies because of the nature of the subjects
(primarily college students). It is unclear whether media
images have the most impact on knowledge, attitudes, or
behaviors, or how media might best be employed to ame-
liorate mental illness stigma.
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Gaps in Using Media as a Tool for Change. Research
on the content and impact of media images of mental ill-
ness can also contribute to a better understanding of how
media might be used to ameliorate mental illness stigma.
However, few studies have examined directly how media
might be used to reduce stigma (nine studies; table 1).
Only four experimental studies (Thornton and Wahl 1996;
Tolomiczenko et al. 2001; Walker and Read 2002; Penn et
al. 2003) directly address the role of media in reducing
mental illness stigma. Therefore, the cumulative findings
provide little direction about how the content of media
messages might be influential and warrant attention at a
system or policy level. More research should address how
images are created and disseminated by media content
producers. Little is known about media content producers
as an “audience” for messages from mental health advo-
cates, consumers of mental illness, or others. In other
health areas, such as suicide, guidelines have been devel-
oped for journalists on how best to cover suicide in the
news to limit suicide contagion or “copycat” suicides
(Gould 2001). Working with media in ways such as this
may contribute to stigma reduction.

Corrigan and Penn (1999) warn that stigma is diffi-
cult to change. It is not simply a question of finding the
most appropriate media channel; it is necessary to focus
on beliefs people have about a person with mental illness
rather than their perceptions about traits. And while pro-
moting personal contact with a person with mental illness
may be a significant factor (Holmes et al. 1999), not all
contacts are equally effective (Corrigan and Penn 1999;
Sadowet al. 2002). Although real-world experience with
people with mental illness may be pivotal in overcoming
stigma, it may be that the media can also serve as change
agents when used as a proxy for promoting “personal”
contact, depending on who and what is presented via
which medium (e.g., print, video, or both) (Krauss 1995;
Corrigan et al. 2001). Research on the impact of media
images of mental illness might look more closely at other
approaches to stigma research that have yet to address the
role of the media.

Conclusions

The goal of this review is to identify areas where research
is needed. Studies done in the past decade are few, are lim-
ited in the scope of media they address, provide very little
knowledge about the impact of media images of mental ill-
ness, and observe only short-term effects. However, the
past decade of research reflects growing attention to other
media sources besides television, including a heightened
interest in newspapers and popular magazines, as well as
the recognition of new media as an area for exploration.
Unfortunately, research is virtually nonexistent on some
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types of media messages, such as advertising, and on some
media channels and genres, such as radio and television
talk shows, video games, and Web sites.

While the body of research examining images of
mental illness in media is limited, the findings of these
studies are consistent. Content analyses indicate that
mental illness is consistently misrepresented in media
depictions through exaggerations and misinformation.
Depictions are inaccurate, both in representing people as
violent and dangerous (Wahl 1992; Philo et al. 1994;
Diefenbach 1997) and in the nature of the information
about the disorders (Wahl 1992, 1995). The two out-
standing conclusions of media portrayals of persons with
mental illness are that they are associated with violence
and that they are dangerous and should be avoided.
Attempts to examine the impact of media images
through surveys and experiments generally echo these
conclusions.

Yet collectively, the findings of the 34 studies
reviewed here lend at best circumstantial evidence to sup-
port the notion that media images perpetuate mental ill-
ness stigma. A link between media depiction and individ-
uals’ perceptions is still theoretical at this point.
Replication and expansion of research in this area is
required, and particular emphasis should be given to iden-
tifying links between exposure to media images and sub-
sequent impact. Experimental work in this area is espe-
cially important.

Simply stated, more precise research is needed that
examines both the content and the impact of images of
mental illness in U.S. media. Future research should use
more exactness in terminology defining mental illness
and should examine a broader range of media channels
with more discrete genres. Systematic research that
monitors change in depictions across time and across
the “media diet” consumed by different audiences is
needed. The importance of replication and expansion of
research cannot be overstated. Before considering how
media might be used to ameliorate mental illness
stigma, more experimental research must examine
which media genres and channels may have which spe-
cific impact on which audiences under which circum-
stances. While what is known about the role of media in
mental illness stigma has grown slowly over the past
decade, this proposed research agenda offers new direc-
tions for inquiry in a research area of great potential
that needs to be nurtured.
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