Mental Health and the Media: From IlIness to Wellbeing
Atanasova, D., Koteyko, N., Brown, B. & Crawford, P.

Abstract

The media are a main source of information about mental health for many people and an ever-
growing body of literature is evaluating their coverage of the topic. To help keep track of such
research, several comprehensive but now dated literature reviews have been published. We
assess more recent studies (2007-2017) and suggest future directions by integrating (1) the
‘circuit of mass communication’” model from media and communication studies which posits
that production, content and reception need to be analysed for an in-depth understanding of the
media, (2) the holistic view of mental health as comprising both illness and wellbeing and (3)
the critical psychiatry literature questioning the assumptions underlying psychiatric knowledge
and practice. We find that recent studies have focused on content and ‘the illness side’ of mental
health by examining the representation of particular mental disorders and events involving
individuals with specific diagnoses. We identify as a promising development the growing
interest in ‘the wellbeing side’ of mental health whereby authors have started to analyse
recovery messages. We invite more production and reception research and more critical
content studies which use diagnostic labels cautiously and analyse the representation of people
with mental health problems as the victims of violence.
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Introduction

Researchers have long been preoccupied with the relationship between the media and
conceptions of social reality (Anderson, 1997) and where mental health is concerned studies
have shown that public attitudes can be informed by media content (e.g. Thornton & Wahl,
1996). The treatment of mental health in the media has thus received significant research
attention, as reflected in the number of comprehensive literature reviews of original studies that
have been published over the years (e.g. Coverdale & Nairn, 2006; Klin & Lemish, 2008;
Nairn, 2007; Pirkis et al., 2006; Stout et al., 2004; Stuart, 2006; Wahl, 1992, 2003). A common
theme in these literature reviews has been that people with mental disorders are depicted
negatively across media types (films, magazines, newspapers, television, radio) and genres
(from fictional genres such as comedy and drama to factual genres such as news and current
affairs). They tend to be presented as dangerous and violent regardless of their diagnosis (e.g.
depression or psychosis) and despite evidence that people with mental disorders are more likely
to be the victims of crime rather than the perpetrators of acts of violence (Teplin et al., 2005).
Such depictions may promote stigmatising generalisations about negative behaviour across the
different diagnoses, impair help-seeking by people with mental health difficulties and interfere
with their social integration (Jorm, 2000).

As the major literature reviews referenced above are now at best ten years old, we
summarise the key findings of studies that have been published over the most recent full decade
(2007-2017)" and identify directions for future research. We focus on journal articles that have
become available since the publication of the latest, comprehensive literature review by Klin
& Lemish (2008) which analysed original studies available as of the end of 2006. When
reviewing this body of research, we integrate: (1) the ‘circuit of mass communication’ model
from media and communication studies which posits that the media can be best understood
through the combined analysis of production, content and reception (e.g. McQuail, 2006); (2)
the World Health Organization’s (2018) definition of mental health as a holistic construct
which involves both treating disorder and promoting wellbeing and ‘recovery’ - understood as



the notion that people with mental disorders can live satisfying, hopeful and contributing lives
within the limitations of their condition; and (3) the growing critical psychiatry literature
questioning the assumptions underlying psychiatric knowledge and practice - particularly in
terms of the problems of diagnosis and of violence and coercion in treatment (e.g. Double,
2002; Thomas, 2013).

We find that recent studies have focused on content and ‘the illness side’ of mental
health. That is, how particular mental disorders and events involving individuals with specific
diagnoses have been represented. We identify as a promising development the growing interest
in ‘the wellbeing side’ of mental health whereby authors have started to examine media
messages about recovery. We invite further research into production and reception as well as
more critical approaches to the study of content which use diagnostic labels with caution and
analyse how the media represent people with mental health problems when they have been the
victims of violence. These points are further elaborated below. Following the structure of the
‘circuit of mass communication” model, the next section is dedicated to production studies. We
then review content and reception research. In each section, we summarise the key focus of
existing studies and identify future directions. We conclude with a final summary of the main
themes from the reviewed literature, key recommendations for further analysis and a note on
limitations.

Production: Recent Research and Future Directions

Echoing the conclusions of past literature reviews, production remains the most under-
researched area where mental health and the media are concerned (e.g. Klin & Lemish, 2008;
Stout et al., 2004). Recent production studies have followed two main lines of research: (1)
examining the sources of information for journalists and the possible link between sources and
the dominant messages about mental health conveyed in news articles; and (2) analysing the
news values driving mental health reporting.

Both the study of sources and news values - the answer to the question ‘what is news’
(Galtung & Ruge, 1965) - are prominent themes in production studies in general (e.g. Caple,
2018). Along with other factors (e.g. the availability of a reporter), sources and news values
are understood to influence news production and message content (e.g. Caple, 2018). General
research has also identified an authority-orientation in the news with preference for official
sources (such as representatives from government, industry and professional organisations)
leaving ‘ordinary’ people rarely quoted (Hansen, 1991); and a negativity-orientation meaning
that events and issues that invoke the news value of ‘bad news’ are given preference over more
positive ones (Bell, 1991).

Sources

Some of the scholarship on the subject of source use in mental health reporting has suggested
that the persistence of stigmatising depictions in terms of dangerousness and violence may be
related to the infrequent inclusion of individuals with mental health difficulties as sources in
news articles (e.g. Coverdale et al., 2002; Henson et al., 2009). Results from other studies have
challenged the expectation that incorporating the voices of people with mental disorders will
improve news representations. Nawkova et al. (2012: 36) have found that even when
‘individuals with mental disorders appeared as sources of information’ in newspaper and
magazine articles, representations ‘tended to be negative’. A possible explanation is that people
who have experienced or are currently experiencing mental health difficulties may have
internalised the stereotypes attached to their diagnoses (Watson et al., 2007). The
inconclusiveness of the above findings underscores the importance of source analysis, as it
cannot be assumed that the incorporation of the voices of people with mental health difficulties
will automatically result in more positive coverage about mental health.



In addition to the link between sources and messages, researchers have also been
interested in the quotation patterns that emerge from the analysis of news content. Studies have
generally concluded that people with mental health problems and their family members and
friends have been rarely featured as news sources (Goulden et al., 2011; Kesic et al., 2012;
Whitley & Berry, 2013), but longitudinal studies provide some evidence that the tendency for
low inclusion of the voices of individuals with mental health difficulties is improving over time
(Thornicroft et al., 2013).

The rise of social media with low barriers to entry (everyone can, in principle, start a
blog or a Twitter account), allows ‘ordinary’ people with mental health difficulties to produce
content and make their voices heard while bypassing mainstream media (Newman et al., 2012).
Social media (particularly Twitter) offers opportunities for grass-roots mental health advocacy
(e.g. Koteyko & Atanasova, 2018) and blogs written by individuals experiencing mental health
problems are regarded as important sources of information and sites of self-(re)presentation
(e.g. Campbell, 2018). While researchers have started to analyse mental health and social
media, the focus has been on assessing social media’s utility for detecting and diagnosing
mental health disorders and for providing support (see the section Social Media Content). How
people with mental health difficulties present their experiences and construct identities on
social media and what issues they advocate are issues that deserve more attention.

News Values

Recent production research has also been interested in how journalists decide what counts as
news and what makes one event or issue related to mental health more likely to be reported as
news than another. Drawing on the theory of news values, Everett (2015) has analysed how
newspapers have represented mental illness in terms of the tone of reporting (positive or
negative) and the news values that appeared to drive the coverage. ‘[Aln overwhelming
majority of articles’ were found to have been negative in tone and the news value of ‘bad news’
was identified as the prime news value in the studied sample (Everett, 2015: 306), leading to
the conclusion that ‘mental illness [was] only newsworthy in limited and often negative
circumstances’ (Everett, 2015: 309).

This preference for negativity is consistent with the general observation that ‘bad news’
is the ‘basic news value’ driving reporting (Bell, 1991: 156). The media’s focus on negativity
has more recently been undergoing re-evaluation, as proponents of a growing ‘constructive
journalism’ movement challenge the notion that something is not news unless it is negative
(Gyldensted, 2015; Haagerup, 2017). ‘Constructive journalism’ can be understood as ‘an
emerging form of journalism that involves applying positive psychology technigques to news
processes (...) to create productive and engaging coverage’ (Mclntyre & Gyldensted, 2017:
20). It seeks to redefine the existing dominant negative news angle by adding a solutions-
focused perspective to reporting on important societal issues, with solutions being inherently
more positive and therefore more aligned with the news value of ‘good news’. Endorsed by a
rising number of dedicated media outlets (e.g. Positive News, Perspective Daily) and existing
news organisations (e.g. BBC World Hacks), this ongoing reassessment of the status of ‘bad
news’ as the prime news value driving production has potentially significant implications for
mental health-related media coverage.

Mindful of these themes in existing research, we recommend the continued study of
sources in terms of quotation patterns and links between sources and messages about mental
health as well as more research on ‘ordinary’ people as sources and producers of content about
mental health through social media. We also invite analyses of the representation of mental
health in media outlets practicing constructive journalism. Finally, studies have approached the
analysis of both sources and news values by examining media content (a tendency that is not
unique to mental health research, see Caple (2018)). By this we mean that researchers have
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examined the content of news articles to make conclusions about the news values that may
have motivated the coverage and the use of sources. Future production research could therefore
engage different methods including observations, interviews and other ethnographic and
netnographic approaches to explore the questions of newsworthiness and source preference.

Content: Recent Research and Future Directions

Recent research has been primarily concerned with analysing the content of various media
types. The tendency to focus on content was first observed by Wahl in 1992 (in the earliest
published comprehensive literature review of original studies) and has remained a recurrent
theme in major subsequent literature reviews (e.g. Coverdale & Nairn, 2006; Klin & Lemish,
2008; Nairn, 2007; Pirkis et al., 2006; Stout et al., 2004; Stuart, 2006; Wahl, 2003). While the
focus on content has been identified as a weakness of the research on mental health and the
media (e.g. Wahl, 1992), it is largely agreed that studies of media content can be beneficial
both on their own and as a first step towards engaging with production and reception analysis
(Devereux, 2014). When analysing content, recent studies have: (1) focused on ‘the illness
side’ of mental health; (2) identified recurrent stigmatising representations of people with
mental health difficulties as dangerous and violent; and (3) increasingly analysed social media
content in addition to more traditional media types.

‘The Iliness Side’

The focus on illness is evident in studies that have: (a) analysed the depiction of specific
disorders such as dementia (e.g. van Gorp & Vercruysse, 2012), depression (e.g. Bengs et al.,
2008; Cavazos-Rehg et al., 2016; Clarke, 2009, 2011; Moreno et al., 2011, 2012; Tobin &
Lyddy, 2014; Wang & Liu, 2016; Yang & Mu, 2015; Zhang et al., 2015, 2016), obsessive-
compulsive disorder (e.g. Pavelko & Myrick, 2015), post-traumatic stress disorder (e.g.
Houston et al., 2016; Salzmann-Erikson & Hi¢durmaz, 2017; Wu, 2016) and schizophrenia
(e.g. Boke et al., 2007; Chopra & Doody, 2007; Clement & Foster, 2008; Magliano et al.,
2011); (b) examined violent events including homicides, mass shootings, suicides and forceful
encounters with the police involving individuals with specific diagnoses (e.g. Carpiniello et al.,
2007; lon et al., 2014; Kalucy et al., 2011; Kesic et al., 2012; McGinty et al., 2014); or (c)
explored media messages about ‘mental illness’ often treating the term as synonymous with
psychosis and other diagnoses of serious mental illness (e.g. Aragoneés et al., 2014; Atilola &
Olayiwola, 2013; Bili¢ and Georgaca 2007; Clarke 2016; Diefenbach & West, 2007; Everett,
2015; Goulden et al., 2011; McGinty et al., 2016; Mfoafo-M’Carthy et al., 2016; Nawkova et
al., 2012; Parrott & Parrott, 2015; Rasmussen & Ewoldsen, 2016; Thornicroft et al., 2013;
Whitley & Berry, 2013).

The latter tendency to equate ‘mental illness’ to diagnoses of serious mental illness is
apparent in the keyword sourcing practices of studies which have combined general search
terms such as ‘mental illness’, ‘mental disorder’, ‘psychiatric disorder’ and ‘psychiatric illness’
with the names of diagnoses of serious mental illness including ‘bipolar’, ‘psychopathy’,
‘psychosis’ and ‘schizophrenia’ to source relevant content (e.g. Aragongés et al., 2014; Bili¢ &
Georgaca, 2007; Goulden et al., 2011; McGinty et al., 2014, 2016; Parrott & Parrott, 2015;
Whitley & Berry, 2013). Such use of labels denoting specific diagnoses alongside general terms
for ‘mental illness’ demonstrates little sensitivity to the uncertainties of diagnosis that have
been expressed and problematised in a growing body of critical psychiatry literature (e.g.
Double, 2002; Thomas, 2013). While the media reflect on the ongoing discussions around
psychiatric diagnostic criteria, assess the evidence base to support a biological basis for
psychiatric diagnoses and consider the danger that single-word diagnoses may disguise
uncertainty around psychiatric disease entities (e.g. Greenberg, 2013), recent studies of mental
health and the media have not engaged with media content of this type.



Focusing on ‘the illness side’ of mental health, researchers have consequently paid little
attention to ‘the wellness side’. Exceptions include studies by Aragonés et al. (2014),
Atanasova et al., (2017), Goulden et al. (2011), Henson et al. (2009), Kenez et al. (2015),
McGinty et al. (2016), Thornicroft et al. (2013) and Whitley & Berry (2013). Such studies
typically provide little detail regarding the precise content of recovery messages and tend to be
limited to giving quantitative information about the prevalence of recovery themes. A more in-
depth analysis of both the qualitative characteristics and frequency of recovery messages in
newspapers is available in Atanasova et al.’s (2017) study, which identified a dominant theme
of ‘recovery’ emphasising that mental illness can be treated similarly to physical illness
including through arts participation. The concept of ‘recovery’ is built on a strong belief that it
is possible for people with mental disorders to regain a meaningful life despite persistent
symptoms (World Health Organization, 2018). Referred to as a journey and a process, recovery
calls for hope, optimism and commitment from people with mental disorders, their families,
mental health professionals and the wider community to look beyond the limits imposed by
illness and to help people with mental health difficulties achieve their goals and manage their
lives (Jacob, 2015). The presence of positive, hopeful, recovery-focused messages in the media
is a potentially significant development, as it can contribute to an environment that is more
conductive to these aims.

Stigma
A recurrent theme across recent research is that the media are disproportionately likely to
associate individuals with mental health problems with dangerousness and violence compared
to their statistical risk (e.g. Aragones et al., 2014; Bili¢ & Georgaca, 2007; Boke et al., 2007;
Clement & Foster, 2008; Diefenbach & West, 2007; Dubugras et al., 2011; Everett, 2015;
Goulden et al., 2011; Kesic et al., 2012; Magliano et al., 2011; McGinty et al., 2016; Mfoafo-
M’Carthy et al., 2016; Nawkov4 et al., 2012; Parrott & Parrott, 2015; Thornicroft et al., 2013,
Whitley & Berry, 2013). This tendency holds across geographies and has manifested in studies
from Africa (e.g. Mfoafo-M’Carthy et al., 2016), Europe (e.g. Aragones et al., 2014; Bili¢ &
Georgaca, 2007; Boke et al., 2007; Clement & Foster, 2008; Everett, 2015; Goulden et al.,
2011; Magliano et al., 2011; Nawkov4 et al., 2012; Thornicroft et al., 2013) and North America
(Diefenbach & West, 2007; McGinty et al., 2016; Parrott & Parrott, 2015; Whitley & Berry,
2013). Such depictions might sustain existing stigmatising attitudes towards people with
mental health difficulties and encourage beliefs that they should be confined and managed
rather than integrated in communities. However, there are also signs that stigma in the media
may be improving. Atanasova et al. (2017) for example have identified the theme of stigma in
newspaper coverage about mental health, but this was on account of discussing stigma as a
problem that needs to be addressed, not the media per se engaging in stigmatising depictions.
A less researched topic within the above theme of violence involves violence towards
individuals with mental health difficulties - particularly that experienced within mental health
services. The critical psychiatry literature has been long concerned with the coercion, abuse
and neglect of people with mental health difficulties in psychiatry (e.g. Thomas, 2013) and the
media has been reporting on such cases (e.g. Yeung, 2017). This aspect of violence and mental
health has however attracted little research attention.

Social Media Content

In addition to more traditional media types - films, magazines, (online) newspapers and
television - research has increasingly examined the content of social media websites. This is a
development from previous literature reviews (e.g. Klin & Lemish, 2008), which have
observed a scarcity of social media studies. From a public health perspective, social media has
attracted much interest as an opportunity for health surveillance and disease detection (Yang
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et al., 2013). Studies on social media and mental health have been similarly concerned with the
potential of social media analysis for the detection, diagnosis and targeting of individuals who
might need help. There has been particular interest in depression which has been on the rise
globally (World Health Organization, 2017), but often remains undiagnosed and untreated
(Kessler et al., 2003). Examples of this type of research include Cavazos-Rehg et al.’s (2016),
Moreno et al.’s (2011, 2012) and Yang & Mu’s (2015) studies of tweets and Facebook posts
to detect and diagnose depression. Another common line of research where social media and
health are concerned has been how individuals seek and provide support online in the case of
highly stigmatised conditions where it may be difficult to tell one’s story and seek help face-
to-face (Naslund et al., 2016; Salzmann-Erikson & Higdurmaz, 2017).

Overall, much research has focused on the study of content, but gaps remain. We
recommend that future studies conduct more critical research of media content which uses
diagnostic labels with caution and analyses how people with mental health difficulties have
been represented when they have been the victims of violence. We also welcome more in-depth
analyses of recovery themes that go beyond reports of prevalence. Such future focus is
warranted by the presence of recovery messages in the media (as demonstrated through the
above studies); current trends in journalism (and particularly, the constructive journalism
movement, which seeks to introduce a more solutions-oriented focus to news reporting); and
the increasing prominence of the notion of recovery in the mental health care discourses in
many parts of the world (Smith-Merry & Sturdy, 2013).

Reception: Recent Research and Future Directions

Recently conducted reception studies have evaluated people’s attitudes towards individuals
with mental health difficulties in response to exposure to (1) mainstream and (2) social media
messages. Such research has found that there is an association between negative media
depictions and negative attitudes towards individuals with mental disorders but equally, that
positive, recovery-focused messages in the media can improve public attitudes. These effects
of media messages have been evaluated through experimental and survey designs as well as by
using more novel approaches to analyse comment chains on social media to understand opinion
expression.

Mainstream Media Exposure

Using a survey design, Diefenbach & West (2007) have demonstrated how greater exposure to
stigmatising portrayals of individuals with mental disorders on television (depictions as more
likely to be violent criminals than other characters) correlated with beliefs that locating mental
health services in residential neighbourhoods will endanger residents. Demonstrating how
media representations may not only sustain but also alleviate stigma, Corrigan et al. (2013)
randomly assigned experiment participants to read one of three news articles: a positive one
(presenting research evidence that people with serious mental disorders can recover); a
negative one (discussing violence by people with mental disorders); or a neutral article (on
dental hygiene). Before and after measures of participants’ attitudes showed that reading the
violence-related news article led to endorsing greater coercion measures and suggesting that
people with serious mental illness should be forced into treatment but also, that the recovery-
focused news article reduced stigma. Using a similar experimental design, Rubenking &
Bracken (2015) exposed participants to positive, negative and neutral episodes featuring a
character with schizophrenia and found that exposure to violent, mediated portrayals of
fictional characters with mental disorders increased stigmatising attitudes, while exposure to
sympathetic portrayals decreased stigma.

Social Media Exposure



Experimental designs have also been employed to evaluate the effects of social media messages
on attitudes towards people with mental disorders. Pavelko & Myrick (2015) conducted an
online experiment to test the impact of trivialised discussions of obsessive-compulsive disorder
in tweets on perceptions of individuals with the condition. Findings indicated that exposure to
trivialising tweets (which oversimplified, downgraded and/or mocked the condition) did not
have a strong influence on perceptions of people with obsessive-compulsive disorder in terms
of changes in the preferred social distance between experiment participants and people with
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Taking a different approach, Wang & Liu (2016) analysed the
content of depression-related Weibo posts made by media organisations and public opinion
leaders and the content of response posts by followers to understand the original posts’ impact
on the subsequently expressed views by followers. The study found that the presence of
stigmatising ideas in original posts (e.g. suggesting that people with depression are weak,
incompetent and/or suicidal) elicited significantly more frequent stigmatising responses from
followers. In contrast, only a small percentage of original posts with recovery information
elicited stigmatisation in responses suggesting that such information (that is, information that
contributes to presenting depression as treatable) can significantly reduce stigmatising beliefs.

Against this background, we recommend more research that investigates the
relationship between exposure to more positive media messages about mental health and public
attitudes and more studies that seek to apply novel approaches to analyse opinion expression
about mental health on social media.

Conclusion

We reviewed research on mental health and the media that has become available more recently
(2007-2017) and found that studies have continued to focus on the analysis of media content.
When exploring content, studies have tended to approach the holistic concept of mental health
from its ‘illness side’ analysing depictions of particular diagnoses and events that involve
individuals with specific disorders. Such studies have uncovered a dominant across
geographies theme of dangerousness which is disproportionate to the occurrence of violent
incidents perpetrated by individuals with mental disorders and might sustain stigma. Related
to this, we also identified a lack of critical research of media content, which adopts a more
reflective view of diagnostic labels and analyses how the media report the problems of
psychiatric diagnosis and coercion, abuse and neglect in treatment. As the majority of the more
recent studies that we reviewed have focused on ‘the illness side’ of mental health, we
highlighted as a promising direction the growing research on ‘the wellbeing side’ of mental
health which has started to examine the recovery messages present in the media. We finally
noted that the focus on content means that there have been relatively few production and
receptions studies.

In terms of production, some of the recent research has shown that the inclusion of
people with mental disorders as sources in news articles does not necessarily result in more
positive coverage of mental health, underscoring the importance of source analysis. Other
production studies of the newsworthiness of mental health have found that the news value of
‘bad news’ is the prime driver of mental health coverage. The traditionally negative coverage
of mental health cannot be attributed to news values, as it reflects the wider social reality of the
asylum years (Porter & Wright, 2003). The dismantling of mental asylums across the world
and the change of focus in journalistic news values hailed by constructive journalism however
highlight important aspects about society’s evolving attitudes to both mental health and the
media. The negativity-orientation of the media therefore needs revisiting in the light of the
growing constructive journalism movement, which seeks to offer more positive, constructive
and solutions-focused reporting and the more reflective and positive attitudes to living, working
and interacting with people with mental health difficulties (Mind, 2014). While the study of



sources and news values both provide worthwhile future directions, this type of research is still
focused on media content. By this we mean that studies have examined the content of news
articles to make conclusions about the news values that may have motivated the coverage and
the use of sources. Future production research could therefore engage in observations,
interviews and other ethnographic and netnographic research to explore the questions of
newsworthiness and source preference. Finally, in a media environment where ‘ordinary’
people have greater opportunities to have their voices heard while bypassing the mainstream
media, we additionally recommend more research into the social media content produced by
individuals with mental health difficulties.

In terms of reception, recent research has employed experimental and survey designs
to test the possible impact of media messages on attitudes to people with mental disorders. A
significant finding here is that just as stigmatising depictions of mental disorders can lead to
more negative attitudes, recovery themes can result in less stigmatising, more positive attitudes
to people with mental health difficulties. There is more scope for research studying the effects
of recovery-focused messages in different media as well as for researchers to experiment with
novel methodologies for studying opinion expression on newer, social media websites.

Finally, our literature review has concluded that stigma continues to be a theme across
studies of production, content and reception, but we have also identified positive developments
which mark a change from earlier surveys of the literature. First, at the production end, growing
support for a constructive approach to journalism may mean fewer stigmatising portrayals of
mental health. Second, studies of media content show that media outlets are approaching stigma
as a problem to be addressed, not only producing stigmatising representations. Last, reception
research points to a link between exposure to messages about recovery and a decrease in
stigmatising attitudes.

Our findings should be viewed in the light of at least one limitation. While we have
sought to be comprehensive, we have focused our survey of the literature on peer-reviewed
journal articles. There is therefore a chance that the inclusion of other potentially relevant
materials such as books might reveal a different snapshot of the field.
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