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	The Effect of Media on the Stigma Towards Mental Illness
by Kim Harrison

	Stigma, as defined in Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, is a mark of shame or discredit or an identifying mark or characteristic.

“In 1986, the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) reported that stigma was the most debilitating handicap faced by former mental patients” (Granello & Pauley, 2000, p. 162). Though there are many sources associated with stigma against individuals with mental illness, I believe the media’s portrayal of the mentally ill significantly contributes to this stigma. I see this in my own work almost every day. I work as an emergency services psychiatric intake counselor for a hospital with a full range of psychiatric and chemical dependency services. The fears of the patients take many forms from worrying about their employer finding out about treatment to patients asking if getting treatment makes them “crazy”. The one thing that continues to amaze me is the number of patients that will ask me if being hospitalized is anything like the film “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest”. I have had patients who were not even born when the movie was released ask me this. This just further supports my belief that the media’s impact on the stigma against the mentally ill is tremendous.

According to a study completed in 1990, a majority of American’s identified the mass media as their primary source for information on mental illness. This is of particular concern due to the inaccuracies and misinformation associated with electronic media’s portrayal of people with mental illness. In 1997 in the average American home, the television was on for 7 hours and 12 minutes per day. For these reasons, a study was conducted with college-aged individuals who reported the media as their primary source of information on mental illness. The study was designed to see if there was a relationship between their television viewing habits and their level of tolerance toward the mentally ill. The results showed that the more hours a person watched television per week the higher his or her score was on authoritarianism. Authoritarianism was defined as a view that people who have a mental illness are inferior and need to he handled, either via hospitalization or custodial care (Granello & Pauley, 2000).

One way the media perpetuates ongoing negativity towards people with mental illness is by promoting misinformation either out of ignorance or to make for a more entertaining story. Take for example the Jim Carrey movie, “Me, Myself, and Irene”. In this movie Jim Carrey plays a state trooper whose multiple personalities vie for the affection of Irene. The misinformation of this film, which commonly occurs in media is, Jim Carrey’s character was identified as schizophrenic versus the correct diagnosis of multiple personality disorder, now know as dissociative identity disorder (Helding, 2000, June 22).

Another source of misinformation about people with mental illness that is promoted by the media is the belief that these individuals are all violent. March (1999) discussed a study done in 1989 on the numbers of dramatic characters on prime time television that were characterized as mentally ill and violent. That study found that 41.6% of the characters were deemed violent but, 72.1 % of those characterized as mentally ill killed or hurt someone else. Since I work in the mental health field I can look past many inaccuracies to find entertainment in films, although that is not always easy. What about an uneducated viewer? Someone who knows nothing of mental illness sees these inaccuracies, but does not realize they are inaccuracies so they are accepted as truths.

Not only are individuals with mental illness misrepresented in the media, but so are the people who help them – psychiatrists, therapists, counselors and so on. Take for example, Robin Williams’ Oscar winning performance as the psychologist, Sean McGuire, in the movie “Good Will Hunting”. At their first meeting Will, Matt Damon, makes a disparaging remark about McGuire’s deceased wife. McGuire’s response is to grab him by the throat, slam him against the wall and threaten to kill him if he ever makes a remark about his wife again. Needless to say, this behavior violates numerous ethical codes which we are to presume McGuire should abide as a psychologist. However, in the movie, instead of Will going to the police or an ethics board to complain about the threats he received, this is a turning point in Will’s therapy and he understands McGuire to be another vulnerable human being not unlike himself (Pies, 2001).

As a reader of this article you may be wondering why I should care about nay of this, after all its just entertainment; if only that were true. These distorted images promote the stigma against the mentally ill and those who help them and that can prevent individuals from seeking the help they need. Certainly there are numerous reasons why people do not make use of therapy; misconceptions about the process of therapy or perhaps they feel they should not need outside help. Whatever the reason may be mass media’s misconceptions about illness and treatment can help explain the reasons. Furthermore, media depictions engender fear and stigma and thus cause many wide perceptions about what is and is not normal (March, 1999).

So what if anything can be done? Counselors can look to their ethical guidelines and see that there is at least one guideline that pertains to this topic. “Counselors make reasonable efforts to ensure the statements made by others about them or the profession of counseling are accurate” (ACA, 1995, Standard 3. c. 3). Counselors can write letters to television networks and film production companies to explain the misinformation that was presented and the correct message that should be conveyed. Counselors can help to raise awareness of the problem by writing or talking to media representatives. Another way to become more involved would be to become active in associations committed to fight the stigma against mental illness such as the National Alliance for Mentally Ill (NAMI). No matter what action a counselor may choose to take, be it small or large, something is better than nothing. For when we as counselors do nothing, do we not simply condone the problem?

References
American Counseling Association. (1995). Code of ethics and standards of practices. Alexandria, VA: Author.

Granello, D. H. & Pauley, P. S. (2000). Television viewing habits and their relationship to tolerance toward people with mental illness [Electronic Version]. Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 22(2), 162-175.

Helding, P. (2000, June 22). It’s true that stigma matters. The Times, p. C10. Retrieved November 5, 2002 from http://192.104.189.31/NewsArchive21.nsf/StoriesByPubDate?OpenView

March, P.A. (1999). Ethical responses to media depictions of mental illness: an advocacy approach [Electronic Version]. Journal of Humanistic Counseling, Education and Development, 38(2), 70-80.

Merriam-Webster’s collegiate dictionary (10th ed.). (2001). Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster.

Pies, R. (2001). Psychiatry in the media, the vampire, the fisher king, and the zaddik. Journal of Mundane Behavior, 2(1), 59-66.

 

Would you like to give feedback on this editorial? Go to the MAH Forums to post your feedback. **note** forum registration is required 


[image: image2.png]



Copyright © 2002 Kim Harrison All Rights Reserved. 
