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Abstract

Objectives: The overarching aim of this article is to assess media portrayals of mental iliness in Canada. We hypothesise that
portrayals have improved over time, related to the various antistigma activities of organisations such as the Mental Health
Commission of Canada (MHCC). Specific objectives are to assess |) overall tone and content of newspaper articles, 2) change
over time, and 3) variables associated with positive or negative content.

Methods: We collected newspaper articles from print and online editions of over 20 best-selling Canadian newspapers from
2005 to 2015 (N = 24,570) that mentioned key search terms such as mental illness or schizophrenia. These were read by
research assistants, who assessed tone and content for each article using preassigned codes and categories. Data were
subjected to chi-squared and trend analysis.

Results: Over the study period, 21% of the articles had a positive tone and 28% had stigmatising content. Trend analysis
suggested significantly improved coverage over |1 years (P < 0.001). For example, articles with a positive tone had almost
doubled from 2005 (18.9%) to 2015 (34.8%), and articles with stigmatising content had reduced by a third (22.3% vs 32.7%).
Analysis also suggested that articles on the front page, as well as articles in broadsheet newspapers, had significantly more
positive coverage.

Conclusions: The study indicates that news media coverage related to mental illness has improved over the past decade. This
may be related to the concerted efforts of the MHCC, which has executed a targeted strategy aimed at reducing stigma and
improving media coverage since 2007.

Abrégé

Obijectifs : Cet article visait principalement a évaluer la représentation dans les médias de la maladie mentale au Canada.
Nous avons émis I'hypothése que les représentations se sont améliorées avec le temps, en raison des diverses activités d’anti-
stigmatisation menées par des organisations comme la Commission de la santé mentale du Canada (CSMC). Les objectifs
spécifiques sont d’évaluer, 1) le ton général et le contenu des articles de journaux, 2) le changement au fil du temps, et 3) les
variables associées au contenu positif ou négatif.

Méthodes : Nous avons recueilli des articles de journaux publiés sur papier et en ligne dans plus de 20 journaux canadiens a
fort tirage, de 2005 a 2015 (N = 24,570) qui mentionnaient les mots clés de recherche comme « maladie mentale » ou «
schizophrénie ». Des assistants de recherche les ont lus, puis ont évalué le ton et le contenu de chaque article a I'aide de codes
et de catégories pré-assignés. Les données ont fait I'objet d’'une analyse chi-carré et des tendances.
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Résultats : Durant la période de I'étude, 21% des articles avaient un ton positif et 28% avaient un contenu stigmatisant.
L’analyse des tendances suggérait une couverture significativement améliorée sur | | ans (P < 0,001). Par exemple, les articles
au ton positif avaient presque doublé de 2005 (18,9%) a 2015 (34,8%), et les articles au contenu stigmatisant avaient diminué
d’un tiers (22,3% c. 32,7%). L’analyse suggérait également que les articles en premiére page, de méme que les articles des
journaux grand format, bénéficiaient d’'une couverture significativement plus positive.

Conclusions : L’étude indique que la couverture des médias d’information en matiére de maladie mentale s’est améliorée au
cours des 10 derniéres années. Cela peut étre lié aux efforts concertés de la CSMC, qui a exécuté une stratégie ciblée visant a
réduire les stigmates et a améliorer la couverture des médias depuis 2007.
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Evidence suggests that the general public use newspapers as a
core source of information about mental illness."* This
includes print editions as well as online editions. Canadian
surveys suggest that three-quarters of the adult population
read at least 1 daily newspaper each week.” In addition, online
content is read and shared with increasing frequency, as news-
papers make efforts to expand their digital platforms.*

Numerous studies have examined the portrayal of mental
illness in the media. These include studies in the United
States,”® New Zealand,>’ Australia,®® the United King-
dom,'®'? and Canada.'>'> Study results converge on a set
of consistent findings, regardless of time and place. Por-
trayals of people with a mental illness tend to revolve around
negative factors such as danger, criminality, and violence
and frequently contain stigmatising language. They rarely
contain more positive or hopeful stories of recovery.'®

For example, Thornicroft et al.'?> examined over 3000 print
newspaper portrayals of mental illness in the United Kingdom
collected over a 4-year period, finding that 46% of the articles
were stigmatising in content. Likewise, a recent Canadian
analysis of over 10,000 articles from 2005 to 2010 found that
around 40% of newspaper portrayals mentioning mental ill-
ness were in the context of crime and violence, while less than
20% mentioned recovery, treatment, or rehabilitation.'

These figures have concerned mental health advocates.
Recent research suggests that negative portrayals can perpe-
tuate stigma, social distance, and fear of people with mental
illness. For example, Schomerus et al.'” examined public
attitudes shortly after the (alleged) deliberate crashing of
German-wings flight 9525 by a pilot with depression. They
found a significant increase in public beliefs about unpre-
dictability associated with mental illness, as well as a
decrease in beliefs that people with mental illness are similar
to the general population.

Likewise, American researchers found that negative atti-
tudes towards people with mental illness increased in readers
of a detailed news story about a mass shooting by a person
with mental illness. Readers were significantly less likely to
want to work with or live near someone with mental illness
after reading the article.'® An Australian study found that
participants who recalled negative media coverage of mental
illness were significantly more likely to believe that people
with mental illness are dangerous.'’

This negative media coverage can contribute to a toxic
social environment that facilitates the rejection, discrimina-
tion, stigmatisation, and marginalisation of people with a
mental illness.’>*' These are barriers towards service utili-
sation, social participation, and recovery in people with men-
tal illness.**

On the plus side, recent findings indicate that reading a
positive article about recovery reduced stigma and increased
affirming attitudes among readers.?® Likewise, an Australian
study found more positive and hopeful articles about mental
illness in some media, which was attributed to recent anti-
stigma initiatives aimed at editors and journalists.® Another
study demonstrated that reporting of mental illness in a sin-
gle Jamaican newspaper tended to be positive, which was
attributed to local psychiatrists’ proactive engagement with
this newspaper.?® In Canada, Stuart'® found that positive
stories increased by a third and outweighed negative stories
after a targeted media intervention, again to a single news-
paper. These results have inspired advocates to extend col-
laboration with the media to improve coverage.

Numerous governments have formed national mental
health commissions in recent years, including the United
States, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada.?” The precise
purpose of each commission varies but generally involves a
mandate to promote recovery and reduce stigma. The Mental
Health Commission of Canada (MHCC) was formed in
March 2007, with a 10-year mandate, and $15 million per
year funding. In 2009, the MHCC created an antistigma
initiative entitled ‘Opening Minds’, described as the “largest
systematic effort to reduce the stigma of mental illness in
Canadian history.”*® Opening Minds involves various anti-
stigma activities, including intense and targeted interven-
tions with the media.?*~*°

Interventions with the media include various efforts.
Firstly, representatives from Opening Minds have visited
major journalism schools in Canada to conduct seminars
about the accurate reporting of mental health issues. Sec-
ondly, the MHCC has developed an online education course
for actual and aspiring journalists, which is being used across
the country. Thirdly, the MHCC funded the development of
a set of guidelines (in collaboration with the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation and the Canadian Journalism
Forum on Violence and Torture) to help journalists better
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report mental illness known as ‘Mindset’. These guidelines
were made available as a PDF or as a short glossy booklet.
Almost 4000 copies of ‘Mindset’ were sent to major news-
rooms, including CBC, the Globe and Mail, and the Toronto
Star in early 2014.

These combined activities could be considered a
population-level intervention that may lead to improved
media coverage of mental illness, which in turn may reduce
stigma and discrimination in the general population. As
such, the overarching aim of this article is to assess newspa-
per portrayals of mental illness in Canada. We hypothesise
that portrayals have improved over time, which may be due
to the combined activities of the MHCC. Specific objectives
are to assess 1) overall tone and content of newspaper arti-
cles, 2) change over time, and 3) variables associated with
positive content or negative content.

Methods
Design

The current article builds on a previous study we published
in 2013 analysing newspaper representations of mental ill-
ness from 2005 to 2010. The current article uses the same
methods but with an expanded data set from 2005 to 2015."°
Raw data consisted of individual newspaper articles col-
lected on a daily basis over an 11-year period (1 January
2005 to 31 December 2015). We collected data from print
and online editions of over 20 high-circulation Canadian
newspapers, including the 2 best-selling national papers
(the Globe and Mail and the National Post), as well as the
best-selling regional papers from large cities such as the
Toronto Star, the Vancouver Sun, and the Montreal Gazette.
We did not collect data from purely online newspapers such
as the Huffington Post, as these did not exist during the first
half of the study.

Articles were retrieved using 2 media storage and retrie-
val software programs (FP Infomart and Newscan). We used
these databases to scan and retrieve all articles appearing in
any of our target newspapers that mentioned any of the fol-
lowing terms: mentally ill, mental illness, schizophrenic, and
schizophrenia. These terms are the same as a previous semi-
nal study of Canadian media, based on evidence suggesting
schizophrenia is the most stigmatised mental disorder.'?
Articles were excluded from the analysis if they only made
a fleeting, unrelated, or metaphorical reference to mental
illness, for example, mentioning a car crash near a mental
hospital, talking about ‘schizophrenic’ weather, or discuss-
ing share prices for psychiatric medication.

Procedures

A detailed description of variables and coding methods has
been published elsewhere.'>*'? In short, a highly trained
graduate-level research assistant read each article (one reader
per article), assigning each article a series of codes (defined a
priori at study outset) based on answers to numerous

questions. Relevant questions for this study are 1) date of
story; 2) form of newspaper (tabloid, broadsheet, or online);
3) placing (front page or inside pages); 4) “Is the overall
tone optimistic/positive about mental health?” (yes, no, neu-
tral); 5) “Is recovery/rehabilitation a major theme?” (yes, no,
neutral); 6) “Is the story stigmatising in tone and/or content?”
(yes, no, neutral); 7) “Is danger, violence, or criminality
linked negatively to mental illness?” (yes, no, neutral); 8)
“Is shortage of resources or poor quality of care a theme?”
(yes, no, neutral); 9) “Are mental health experts/people with
mental illness quoted in the text either directly or para-
phrased?” (not quoted, quoted positively, quoted negatively,
quoted mixed); and 10) “Are mental health interventions
(e.g., medicine or therapy) discussed in the story?” (not dis-
cussed, discussed positively, discussed negatively, discussed
mixed). Codes were entered into Excel (Microsoft, Redmond,
WA, USA), which was used for primary data storage. This
was exported to STATA (version 11; StataCorp, College
Station, TX, USA) and SPSS (version 19; SPSS, Inc., an IBM
Company, Chicago, IL, USA) for analysis.

Training for research assistants involved induction work-
shops, reading seminal studies on recovery and stigma,
supervised practice coding, close monitoring by the first
author, and utilisation of a workbook that gave model
answers to preexisting newspaper articles. For example,
research assistants were instructed to code an article with a
‘positive tone’ if the article discussed mental illness con-
structively (e.g., talking about societal contributions made
by people with mental illness or promising new initiatives).

Interrater reliability scores were calculated for coders,
based on a subsample of the data. We computed Fleiss’s
kappa®® for the core questions described above. Early in the
project, kappa statistics indicated reasonable agreement on
average. This led the first author to hold additional meetings
and trainings to clarify concepts and recoding of categories
to improve agreement. After these interventions, kappa
scores ranged from 0.68 to 0.83, indicating substantial agree-
ment across raters.

Analysis

Frequency counts and proportions were produced for each
measure. Line charts and trend analysis were used to explore
change over time among the core questions. Trend analysis
was based on a linear regression, and the scatterplot was used
to confirm the linear pattern, using the PTrend function in
STATA (version 11). For the purposes of this study, we are
considering the MHCC as an antistigma population interven-
tion in and of itself. This approach allows us to explore the
impact of the MHCC on media representations of mental
illness. As such, we conducted the chi-square test to compare
differences in tone and content before and after the launch of
MHCC (March 2007). Given our interest in variables that
might be linked to positive or negative coverage of mental
illness, we also used the chi-square test to compare articles
appearing in tabloid, broadsheet, or online, as well as articles
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Table 2. Trend Analysis of Newspaper Measurements over || Years.

Newspaper Measurements Slope® z P for Trend
Positive tone (%) 0.022 26.498 <0.001
Recovery as a theme (%) —0.007 10.171 <0.001
Stigmatising in content (%) —0.005 5.640 <0.001
Danger linked negatively to mental illness (%) 0.022 21.983 <0.001
Shortage of resource as a theme (%) 0.009 9.133 <0.001
Mental health expert quoted (%) 0.004 4.889 <0.001
PWMI quoted (%) 0.007 9.108 <0.001
Intervention discussed (%) 0.007 8.040 <0.001

PWMI, people with mental illness.
?A slope of >0 indicates an increasing trend, while a slope of <0 indicating a decreasing trend. The larger
the value is, the more degree of slope for the trend line.
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Figure 1. Trend lines for key newspaper measurements over time (2005 to 2015).
Table 3. Comparison of Newspaper Measurements Before and After the Launch of MHCC (2007 March).
Newspaper Measurements Before MHCC (n = 3374) After MHCC (n = 21,196) Chi-Square P Value
Positive tone (%) 17.1 21.5 40.6 <0.001
Recovery as a theme (%) 14.0 15.2 4.3 0.116
Stigmatising in content (%) 34.0 27.0 573.6 <0.001
Danger linked negatively to mental health (%) 35.1 48.9 225.8 <0.001
Shortage of resource as a theme (%) 15.8 320 438.0 <0.001
Expert quoted (%) 232 26.9 205 <0.001
PWMI quoted (%) 17.0 20.1 25.9 <0.001
Intervention discussed (%) 16.7 21.2 94.1 <0.001

MHCC, Mental Health Commission of Canada; PWMI, people with mental illness.

more positively oriented. Articles in tabloid newspapers had
the highest proportions of having a stigmatising tone
(34.7%) and linking danger negatively to mental illness
(53.1%). Atticles in broadsheet newspapers had the highest

proportions of 1) having recovery as a theme (18.0%), 2)
having shortage of resource as a theme (31.5%), and 3)
quoting mental health experts (27.4%). Online articles had
the highest proportion of 1) positive tone (23.8%), 2) quoting
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Table 4. Comparison of Newspaper Measurements between Forms of Newspaper.
Forms of Newspaper
Tabloid Broadsheet Online
Newspaper Measurements (n = 2473) (n = 13,606) (n = 8221) Chi-Square P Value
Positive tone (%) 12.1 20.9 238 188.5 <0.001
Recovery as a theme (%) 8.6 18.0 12.3 357.0 <0.001
Stigmatising in content (%) 347 28.0 257 456.6 <0.001
Danger linked negatively to mental health (%) 53.1 427 52.0 3134 <0.001
Shortage of resource as a theme (%) 20.3 315 30.1 183.5 <0.001
Expert quoted (%) 19.4 274 27.0 162.3 <0.001
PWMI quoted (%) 18.2 19.8 19.9 66.5 <0.001
Intervention discussed (%) 16.5 21.0 21.2 51.7 <0.001
MHCC, Mental Health Commission of Canada; PWMI, people with mental illness.
Table 5. Comparison of Newspaper Measurements between Placing of Articles in the Newspaper.
Placing of Articles
Newspaper Measurements Front Page (n = 589) Inside Pages (n = 23,590) Chi-Square P Value
Positive tone (%) 25.5 20.9 24.0 <0.001
Recovery as a theme (%) 17.8 15.1 20.6 <0.001
Stigmatising in content (%) 22.1 28.0 1.9 0.003
Danger linked negatively to mental health (%) 35.8 47.3 321 <0.001
Shortage of resource as a theme (%) 40.7 29.7 334 <0.001
Expert quoted (%) 31.7 26.2 11.4 0.010
PWMI quoted (%) 21.7 19.7 11.0 0.012
Intervention discussed (%) 284 20.4 24.1 <0.001

MHCC, Mental Health Commission of Canada; PWMI, people with mental illness.

people with mental illness (19.9%), and 3) discussing mental
health interventions (21.2%). All these differences were sig-
nificant at the P < 0.001 level.

As can be seen in Table 5, articles on the front page
tended to be much more positively oriented than articles
on the inside pages. Articles on the front page had a signif-
icantly higher proportion of 1) positive overall tone (25.5%
vs 20.9%; P < 0.001), 2) recovery as a theme (17.8% vs
15.1%; P < 0.001), 3) shortage of resources as a theme
(40.7% vs 29.7%; P < 0.001), 4) quoting mental health
experts (31.7% vs 26.2%; P = 0.010), 5) quoting people
with mental illness (21.7% vs 19.7%; P = 0.012), and 6)
discussing mental health interventions (28.4% vs 20.4%; P <
0.001). Front-page articles also had significantly lower pro-
portions of articles that were stigmatising in tone (22.1% vs
28.0; P = 0.003) and linking danger negatively to mental
health (35.8% vs 47.3%; P < 0.001).

Discussion

The key finding of the study is that newspaper coverage of
mental illness has significantly improved from January 2005
to December 2015. Articles published more recently were
significantly more likely to have a positive tone, to mention
shortage of resources, to quote people with mental illness or
mental health experts, and to be less stigmatising in content.

Likewise, articles published since the formation of the
MHCC (March 2007) were significantly more likely to be
more positively oriented and less stigmatising than articles
published pre-MHCC. As such, the study results support the
hypothesis that newspaper coverage of mental illness is
improving.

This improvement is welcome news given the concerted
efforts made by the MHCC to raise awareness and reduce
stigma.* In particular, the MHCC ‘Opening Minds’ anti-
stigma initiative has made targeted efforts to educate jour-
nalists about mental illness, as discussed comprehensively
earlier.>® The MHCC is not the only organisation in Canada
attempting to reduce stigma and raise awareness. Numerous
other educational and antistigma campaigns have occurred,
which have increased in intensity in the past decade. These
include 1) large-scale initiatives such as Bell Let’s Talk,
Movember, and Provincial government interventions; 2)
smaller bottom-up campaigns located in schools, universi-
ties, workplaces, and other community-based organisations;
and 3) the continued efforts of mental health organisations
such as the Canadian Mental Health Association, the Schi-
zophrenia Society of Canada, Mood Disorders Canada, and
the Canadian Psychiatric Association.

One interpretation of the results is that the amassed efforts
of all these organisations, but most particularly the MHCC,
contributes towards the improvements in media coverage.



284

The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 62(4)

This may also explain the increase in articles about mental
illness per se, with the 2015 total being over double that of
the 2005 total. This suggests that stable, well-funded, and
dynamic national mental health commissions may catalyse
positive change on the ground. The results support the con-
tention that these commissions could be considered a suc-
cessful form of population intervention that could be
implemented elsewhere.

Two variables measured did not improve. This was the
measurement of recovery as a theme as well as the measure-
ment of linkage between crime/violence and mental illness. In
fact, articles about crime and violence related to mental illness
increased, averaging over 50% of articles in the last 5 years of
the study. This 50% figure overlaps with other studies else-
where."*7%16 This is worrying given that recent research
indicates that these articles can increase fear, social distance,
and beliefs about dangerousness.'”'® Further qualitative anal-
ysis of our data has indicated that articles about crime and
violence are not always stigmatising but can report events of
public interest in a nuanced and balanced manner, although
these remain the minority.** This high proportion may be a
consequence of a newspaper industry that still considers crime
reporting as an essential part of a daily newspaper.®

The rise in articles about crime also overlapped with the
41st Canadian Parliament (2011-2015), with a Conservative
majority for the first time since 1988. A core government
priority throughout these years was improving public safety
and reducing crime, including Bills C2, C10, C14, C19, C30,
and C54. All of these inspired much public debate and some
controversy. Much of this debate was centred on the legal
concept of ‘not criminally responsible on account of mental
disorder’, which the government was trying to amend. This
may account for the rise in articles about crime and violence
related to mental illness, which may have crowded out stor-
ies about recovery and rehabilitation.

Another key finding of the study is that articles on the
front page and articles published in broadsheet newspapers
(as opposed to tabloids) were more positive. For example,
broadsheets had over double the amount of articles focused
on recovery compared to tabloids, and front-page articles
were significantly less likely to be about crime and violence.
The finding regarding the front page is somewhat surprising,
given that a popular media slogan is if it bleeds it leads’.>
Again this finding represents welcome news and suggests
media destigmatisation efforts may be having an impact. The
finding regarding broadsheets and tabloids is less surprising,
given tabloids’ reputation for salacious news coverage. This
finding is also somewhat worrying given that tabloids have a
wider readership than broadsheets.>®

While the results indicate significant progress in the
reporting of mental illness over time, overall proportions
remain open for improvement. For example, in the last year
of the study (2015), 35% of the articles had a positive tone,
while 22% had a stigmatising content. These figures are
significantly improved in comparison to those found in
2005, which gives some comfort. These figures are also

better than a similar British study, which found that 45%
of articles about mental illness were stigmatising in
2011."% That said, continued campaigns and efforts could
help change tone and content even further.

The results suggest specific areas to target. For example,
tabloid publications appear to have the most negatively
oriented coverage of mental illness; newsrooms therein may
benefit from specific trainings and interventions. Similarly,
crime and court reporters could be singled out for further
education in mental health issues given that over half of the
articles in recent years centre on crime and violence. Finally,
positive stories of recovery and rehabilitation continue to be
underrepresented. This is concerning given that research
suggests these stories are the most successful at reducing
stigma and increasing affirming attitudes.?® As such, editors
and journalists could be encouraged to write about local or
prominent individuals in recovery. Community psychiatrists
and mental health advocacy organisations could take a lead
in this regard, contacting local newspapers to raise aware-
ness about recovery realities.

The study has numerous limitations. We focused on tra-
ditional well-established newspapers given that this was the
mainstay of the media at the start of the study in 2005. Since
then, social media such as YouTube and Facebook, as well
as online news aggregators such as the Huffington Post and
Buzzfeed, have expanded exponentially. Many Canadians
now use these sites to obtain news and information, but these
were not part of the present study. Furthermore, this article
focused on newspapers and did not assess television or radio
representations of mental illness. However, these deficits
will be addressed by recently initiated substudies examining
television and social media representation of mental illness.
Finally, and perhaps most important, the ecological design
does not allow us to draw firm conclusions about cause and
effect. This was not an experimental study, and we did not
compare newspapers with or without exposure to the
MHCC. The interpretation that the improved coverage is due
to MHCC activities is plausible, but improvement may be
due to unmeasured factors or part of wider secular trends.

Conclusion

The study indicates that news media coverage related to
mental illness in Canada has improved significantly over the
past decade. One interpretation of the results is that this
improvement is related to the concerted efforts of the
MHCC, especially its targeted strategy of educating and
informing newsrooms and journalists. Study results indicate
that there is still room for improvement and need for contin-
ued work with journalists and newsrooms. This may best be
targeted at tabloid newspapers and crime journalists, with an
emphasis on recovery.
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