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Research Summary 

This research comprises two reports commissioned by Shift.  The research looks at how black communities with mental health issues are portrayed by the media. 

The research had two clear aims: 

- to look at how the media portrays black mental health

- to look at how aware black journalists are of mental health issues. 

Fifteen BME journalists were interviewed about mental health issues. The journalists worked on a range of media including mainstream and BME specific media. 

Interviews
The 15 journalists were interviewed face to face. Questions came out of earlier research by the same research team into media depictions of mental health issues in relation to Black communities  (see below The Shift Black Afro Caribbean and mental health and media content  analysis report)
Broadly the questions fitted into three categories: 

1. Mainstream media’s portrayal of mental health issues in relation to Black communities.

2.  The relationship between mental health organisations and the BME media.

3.  Suggestions for promoting positive messages on mental health in relation to Black communities.

Results

1. All 15 journalists interviewed thought that the mainstream media’s portrayal of mental health issues in relation to the Black communities was largely negative, especially those stories which involved Black men with mental health issues. 

One interviewee commented that the word ‘Section’ was synonymous with the: ‘(angry black man) dosed up to the eyeballs…because they have extra strong black genes!’
Another interviewee thought that a report about  a person with mental health issues, would only state the person’s ethnicity if they were Black, thus reinforcing the idea that Black people are more prone to mental illness: 

‘…if the person does have a mental health problem and is of an ethnic background it is up higher in the copy than if they are not”
Most journalists said that there was an emphasis by the mainstream media on sensationalist reporting of mental health issues as a whole. As one participant neatly summarised: 
‘…good news isn’t news, bad news is.’
The under representation of black journalists working in the mainstream media was given by one interviewee as the reason for prevailing negative stereotypes about black people.  One national journalist said ‘…being one of the very few (black people) in the newsroom… the only other Black people you see are the cleaning staff.’

2. Many journalists interviewed had not heard of national BME mental health related   initiatives such as DRE, Count me in and Shift.  Those participants that had thought that press releases sent to them were not engaging enough and needed to be better focused.   
‘Press releases would be sent out, written in one specific form which is supposed to appeal to lots of different media.  It is lazy PR, because it will attract some and totally dismiss others…’

Journalists   were sceptical about mental health organisations. Some who had been working in the media for decades expressed feelings of despondency with regards to change in inequality in mental health services.

‘These reports come up, people get paid for them, they sit on someone’s shelf and there is not action, no follow up.’

Many interviewees said organisations needed to become more media savvy, increasing the likelihood of media support. They should use less jargon in and present more stories with a human interest angle to engage their audience.  Participants felt that personal success stories of people from the Black community overcoming mental illness were rare. 
3. Interviewees were enthusiastic about promoting positive messages of mental health issues in relation to the Black African Caribbean community.  
One participant suggested writing a set of guidelines that could be sent out to the media, which would educate journalists and broadcasters on appropriate terminology particularly in relation to black mental health issues.  
The four main challenges, highlighted by findings from this investigation were the need to: increase awareness; allocate more resources; raise the confidence level within Black communities; and to change and challenge negative perceptions. 
Recommendations:

1. Mental health service providers should work with stakeholders (local authorities, other government departments, charities and the media) to raise awareness about BME related mental health policies, frameworks and issues.

2. There should be innovative and creative approaches to educate and raise awareness of mental health issues within Black Communities and reported by BME journalists working in both the mainstream and BME media. 

3. BME and mainstream journalists should be trained about the positive reporting of mental health 

4.  A proactive and engaging campaign set up to inform Black communities about DRE, Count Me In and other related programmes.

5.  Interviewees to support Shift in developing and evaluating key messages and approaches to promote well being and reduce stigma in Black communities

6. Work to feed the media positive stories about Black African Caribbean individuals and their carers who are willing to talk about their experiences and recovery and about the harmful effects of stigmatising reporting of Black mental health.

7. Set up a core pool of Black service users, carers and mental health workers and others who can be available as spokespersons on mental health stories

Black African-Caribbean and mental health and media content analysis report 

As part of the overall BME media project Birmingham Solihull Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust also ran a media monitoring survey. Researchers covered six months between October 2007 and March 2008.  The analysis was based on  guidelines used by Shift for an earlier (2005) media survey of national newspapers.  However, a few adaptations were made to this different set of media, for example adding in categories of race and gender. 

Method

The team surveyed and monitored coverage of Black mental health (MH) issues  in eight national, regional and minority ethnic newspapers including two broadsheets (Daily and Sunday Telegraph, The Guardian) and two tabloids (Daily Mail/Mail On Sunday, and Daily & Sunday Mirror). 

Results

Researchers found very few articles in the BME press. Most were hard-news stories rather than feature articles and other non-editorial content. In total they analysed 254 articles.

The national press offered significantly more negative messages in stories relating to the prevention of mental health than the regional press. There were also far more messages about risks/cause of mental health problems, self-harm and suicide in the national press than the in the regionals. 
There were far more negative messages about the quality of services available to deal with mental health problems in the national press as well as messages (positive and negative) about treatment of mental health problems. 
There were significantly more negative messages about treatment of mental health problems in the national press, and more messages relating to violence (both predictable and unpredictable.)

Summary

Attention-grabbing headlines were felt to still dominate MH news coverage.

Mental health stories were often related to incidences of violence and homicide. National tabloids tended to connect MH problems with homicide, suicide and violence more than the broadsheets and the regional press.

Most of the stories on MH tended to be about people and organisations that are involved with MH care problems, follwed by stories about MH incidents and events.

News coverage did not associate any particular race with MH problems.

Depression and  schizophrenia were the two conditions most frequently identified in news coverage of mental health problems. These conditions also tended to be frequently related to attention-grabbing headlines containing words such as ‘mental’, ‘schizophrenia’, ‘homicide’ and a ‘weapons-word.’

A large proportion of MH news coverage in the survey did not quote any source. When sources were quoted they were mostly the voluntary sector and the non-medical professionals categories. Mental health professionals were least quoted in news coverage as were BME people, either professionals or non-professionals. 

Often the source of a MH story was not given. Where the origin of a story was identified the most cited sources were the police, other criminal justice professionals, and civil servants/government officials. This would suggest that a lot of MH stories are constructed as issues of public order/safety, crime, and violence.

The overall impression coming through from coverage of MH stories in this survey is that mental health problems are rampant, that MH problems are more related to high risk of violence, that the correlation between MH problem and violent behaviour is predictable, but that services to help sufferers or to protect the public from MH sufferers are inadequate. Likewise, legislation concerning MH issues or treatment of MH problems is inadequate or poor.  
