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Foreword

Usually shifts in attitude are slow, even glacial.
But once in a while, there's a change that's
identified with a single event on a specific day.

One of those rare moments was September 23
2003 - the day the Sun's first edition carried a
story with the headline “Bonkers Bruno Locked
Up.” The negative reaction to that report on the
plight of the former heavyweight champion Frank
Bruno was so rapid and so intense that the
headline was replaced in time for later editions,
with “Sad Bruno in mental home.”

In that one episode, the entire mass media of
Britain received a lesson in the presentation and
reporting of mental health. Of course, there was
no overnight transformation. Rather what the
Bruno affair revealed was a change in attitudes
that had long been under way - and the extent to
which the Sun had failed to keep up.

That change was visible in Sun readers, who
recoiled at such harsh, callous language. But it
was also noticeable in the rest of the media, which
instantly recognised the Sun's mistake.

None of this happened by accident. It happened
through the patient, persistent work of both
Government anti-stigma campaigns and groups in
the voluntary sector, like the ones that have
authored this report. Which is why journalists like
me should listen when they speak out together
now.

This latest report is no finger-wagging scolding of
the media. It makes clear that on common mental
health problems our reporting is no worse than
our coverage of other health issues. Where we fall
down is on severe mental illness, which we treat
not as a crisis for the person concerned (as we
would with any other extreme illness), but as a
menace to the rest of society. The constant
equation of mental illness with violence is at the
heart of this problem.

Yet the report is no counsel of despair; it proposes
a range of remedies. And let’s not forget, the
media have been led out of a similar hole before.
There was a time when the press reported on
black Britons not as people, but as a challenge, or
even a threat, to “the rest of us.” Often the only
time a black face appeared in a newspaper was to
illustrate a story on crime. Slowly, the media
changed its ways. Gradually, it began to report on
the lives of black people in their own right — not
solely for their impact on white folk. The tired,
racist associations — of black men with violence —
first receded and then became off-limits.

The same needs to happen to our relationship
with severe mental illness. And the ‘our’ here is
not just the media — but all of us. We all need to
work together to make a real difference - the
Government, the voluntary sector and the
media.This report helps set us on that path.

Jonathan Freedland, Guardian columnist and
broadcaster



Stigma blights the lives of far too many people
experiencing mental ill health. The media has a
vital role to play in helping reduce this stigma and
improving people’s understanding of mental
illness.

That is why the National Union of Journalists
welcomes a new report on media coverage
produced by Shift, a government programme to
reduce the stigma and discrimination experienced
by people with mental health problems. The report
recognises that people experiencing severe mental
illness are often seen in the media as ‘problem
people’ rather than ‘people with a problem’. That
is not just an issue for the media. National
politicians have helped create this climate of
public thinking.

Much of the report reinforces what has been said
in earlier studies of media coverage. People with
mental health problems and their carers need help
to be heard in the media. Journalists often struggle
to find either professionals or service users and
carers to talk to them. Journalists interviewed say
they need clear guidelines and contacts to help
them, cover stories about mental illness. This is
why the NU]J is working with Shift to update our
own guidelines.

One of the report’s key recommendations is that
campaigners should reduce stigma by focussing
on improving coverage of severe mental illness by
journalists. This makes sense, as there have been
significant steps forward in media coverage of
matters such as depression.

The report offers encouragement by referring to
improvement in media coverage of mental illness.
Even the national tabloids have changed — hence the
swift change of the Sun’s headline directed at Frank
Bruno’s mental ill health!

The NUJ has a strong commitment to improving the
lives of both its members and the general public who
are experiencing mental ill health. We have been
working with our freelance members on this very
subject.

Attitudes do not change overnight. We note this is a
five-year programme and the NU]J will play its part
in bringing about the required change. We support
Shift and the recommendations in this report.

Jeremy Dear, General Secretary, National Union of
Journalists






Summary. of’ findings contnueo

Post-survey - tabloid readers

The tabloid readers felt they were more literal
in their acceptance or dismissal of coverage.
They acknowledged a general fear of mental
health problems and the links with danger, but
their perceptions of mental health varied more
than those of the first group. Those who had
had personal contact with people with mental
health problems were critical of the media,
whereas those without any personal contact
were more likely to link mental health with
violence and crime.

Post-survey - people with mental health
problems

The last group, of people with mental health
problems, were more mixed in their media
consumption. They reviewed the press
coverage as mainly negative and concentrating
on dramatic and rare cases.

Findings of focus groups

The main issues emerging from the focus
groups related to trust in chosen media,
messages relayed by the coverage, the value of
coverage and the involvement of people with
mental health problems. The groups
highlighted that the way people receive
messages depends on their own experiences,
their relationship with the medium concerned
(for example if they regularly read a
newspaper they believed it more than if they
did not) and the power of images and words
used (for example that pejorative or dramatic
imagery can distort what is being said in a
report). They showed that media producers’
control over which messages are received and
how they are interpreted is considerable but by
no means absolute.

One consistent finding from all the focus
groups was that people who had personal
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contact with people with mental health
problems invariably showed more
understanding. They also tended to be more
critical of media reporting which cast people
with mental health problems in an
unfavourable light. They were also much less
likely to make a link between mental illness
and violence compared to people with no first
hand experience.

Interviews with journalists

The one-to-one interviews with journalists
concentrated on the journey of a story, from
source, through production, to release. Those
interviewed indicated that they did not view
mental health as a story in its own right and
said that what interested them was the
unusual, the sensational, conflict and human
interest.




Journalists commented on their frustration in
trying to secure a balance in coverage when
some parties were not available for interview.
Those mentioned included government
officials, voluntary sector organisations and
people with mental health problems
themselves, many of whom the journalists
thought mistrusted the media.

Journalists also mentioned their frustration in
securing relevant images and photographs to
use in their mental health coverage. They were
not aware of guidance on reporting mental
health issues within their organisations or from

mental health agencies. Those interviewed felt
they would benefit from a style guide on
reporting, a list of appropriate contacts in the
sector and a reduction in the suspicion shown
towards journalists and producers from those
working in or using mental health services.




Common mental health problems

There is much good reporting of mental
health. Almost all the types of media surveyed
carried some sensitive, balanced and
thoughtful coverage of mental health issues.
Among the more sensitive coverage surveyed
was a feature in the Daily Mirror about
individuals with pre-menstrual tension and one
in the Birmingham Post about obsessive-
compulsive disorder. There was also extensive
television and radio coverage of the Mental
Health Foundation's report on the benefits of
exercise for depression.

Common mental health problems in particular
were treated in the media in much the same
way as other health issues. Coverage was wide-
ranging and informative. The journalists and
producers interviewed were all keen to
develop a greater understanding about mental
health: some had strong personal motivations
to do so because they knew people who had
mental health problems.

Severe mental health problems

However, severe mental problems are tackled
quite differently. The concern is not for the
‘patient’ but for the wider public. The way the
media portray people with severe mental
health problems is more akin to that of asylum
seekers, young offenders and drug users than
it is to other groups of people with an illness or
disability. They are seen as ‘problem people’
rather than ‘people with problems’. Stories are
invariably constructed first and foremost from
a concern for ‘public safety’ and focus on
failures of the system, neglecting the welfare
of people with mental health problems.

The journalists interviewed were frank when
they said they did not view severe mental
health as a story in its own right. This needs to
be addressed, so that severe mental health
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problems are recognised for what they are - a
major public health issue affecting well over
half a million people in England.

Violence

Because severe mental health tends only to be
considered of interest when something
sensational and shocking happens, there is a
clear tendency in reporting towards focusing
on rare incidents of violence. A sensational
court case, like the one of Peter Bryan, can
become the subject of a media ‘feeding
frenzy’, with the story becoming front page
news. Of course, it is quite right and legitimate
that the media reports on these events. But
when the reporting of such cases is not set in
context, coverage can reinforce stereotypes of
people with severe mental health problems.

In some cases highly pejorative language is
used and overall coverage can leave readers
and viewers with the false impression that
most or many people with a mental illness are
violent. Many stigmatising stories relate to
court cases and cases of violent crime. This can
be damaging to the vast majority of people
with severe mental health problems who pose
no risk to others.

Race and young people

There is also a worrying overlap with another
area for which the media has been criticised on
many occasions: its portrayal of race issues.
Much of the pejorative coverage of homicide
featured stories of black men. This reflects a
very strong and damaging stereotype in our
society and is a major cause for concern. This is
particularly concerning as the specialist media
for these groups in the month surveyed did not
cover mental health issues and so provided no
counterbalance. For young people’s media,
mental health was all but invisible during
March 2005.



Public ignorance

Our survey found that public ignorance about
mental illness contributes to discriminatory
views about people with mental health
problems. Where people in the focus groups
had personal contact with people with mental
health problems, invariably they showed more
understanding. This suggests the media can
play a vital role in educating the public,
promoting understanding of people with
mental health problems and reducing fear and
ignorance.

Source of comment

People with a mental health problem were
qguoted in only six per cent of the stories
analysed in the survey. If the voices of people
with a mental health problem continue not to
be heard, ignorance will continue. This is
where the media can play a vital role,
promoting understanding of people with
mental health problems by interviewing them
and encouraging them to tell their stories.

Stigma

There is clear evidence that across the media
coverage about severe mental health
conditions is still highly problematic. From the
use of stigmatising language to unhelpful
comments by high-profile writers, the print
media in particular is responsible for some
content that is likely to reinforce and legitimise
discriminating attitudes.




