
Most people get their information about 

mental illness from the media. Representation 

of mental illness in the media therefore plays 

an important role in determining community 

understanding and acceptance of those 

affected. The SANE StigmaWatch program 

responds to reports from the community about 

the Australian media, to ensure accurate and 

respectful representation of mental illness and 

suicide.

This Research Bulletin examines complaints to 

StigmaWatch about irresponsible, inaccurate 

or sensationalised reporting of mental illness 

(‘Stigma reports’), as well as nominations for 

responsible portrayals that break down stigma 

and promote improved understanding (‘Good 

News reports’).

Reports to StigmaWatch from November 

2008 to October 2009 were analysed (299), 

together with the results of a community survey 

conducted in February 2009 (891 responses), 

and a series of focus groups on stigma 

conducted with people affected by mental illness 

(25 participants).

How do good and poor reporting of mental 

illness in the media compare?

StigmaWatch reports were spread relatively 

evenly across major media categories. Good 

News reports, however, were predominantly 

from print media (62%) and were often about 

more considered articles, features and personal 

stories about living with a mental illness.

What is the focus of StigmaWatch reports?

Around a quarter of all complaints (24%) about 

media reporting of mental illness related to 

schizophrenia. Many of these articles made an 

inappropriate association with violence, and 

promoted the inaccurate stereotype of people 

with schizophrenia as being always dangerous.

The persistence of such mistaken beliefs was 

confirmed by the community survey which found 

that almost 50% of respondents had a poor 

understanding of schizophrenia and its impact.

A major concern of the focus group participants 

was also the persistence of false beliefs about 

schizophrenia. They felt that this stigma 

‘labelled’ them, leading to low self-esteem, 

loneliness, and isolation from the community. 

Many also stated that fear of stigma and 

discrimination was a primary reason for not 

seeking help, and contributed to denial when 

they first became unwell. The rarity of media 

representations of people with schizophrenia 

successfully managing symptoms and living in 

the community was identified as a contributor to 

ongoing stigma and misunderstanding.
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What is the focus of Good News reports?

Depression was the dominant focus of Good 

News reports – at 30%, a proportion far higher 

than schizophrenia (15%) or other diagnoses 

such as bipolar disorder (8%), or anxiety 

disorders – which rated only 4% despite being 

the most common form of mental illness.

Of the few Good News reports about items on 

schizophrenia, most focused on simply raising 

awareness of the illness.

Only 10% of these schizophrenia stories 

acknowledged that treatment enabled most of 

those affected to live fulfilling, productive lives 

in the community.

In summary

ff Different mental illnesses are treated 

differently by the media. Schizophrenia 

is often represented in an inaccurate, 

sensationalised way, promoting an 

association with violence. Depression is far 

more likely to be reported responsibly and 

positively, while other conditions receive 

little coverage.

ff Stigmatising representations in the media 

have a real and profound effect on people 

living with a mental illness.

ff More accurate, positive representations of 

people with mental illness in the media will 

help reduce stigma and discrimination, and 

promote community understanding and 

acceptance.

Recommendations

1 stigma reduction

SANE welcomes the Australian Government’s 

commitment in the National Mental Health Plan 

2009-2014 to ’improve community and service 

understanding and attitudes through a sustained 

and comprehensive national stigma reduction 

strategy’.

This strategy needs to include a focus on the 

media, maintaining and building on work already 

conducted through the Mindframe Strategy.

2 mindframe guidelines

The Mindframe Guidelines on reporting mental 

illness and suicide need to be incorporated more 

consistently into editorial and production processes.

Ongoing support and research and education work 

with the media is needed to ensure this happens.

3 positive portrayals

More accurate and positive portrayals of people 

with mental illness by the media are needed 

if community attitudes are to change. This is 

especially true with regards to schizophrenia and 

other less-recognised conditions.

Mental health organisations also need ongoing 

support and education to facilitate credible, 

accurate media stories. 
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