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j Abstract Background Numerous studies have
established proof of selective media reporting about
the mentally ill, with the majority of the reports
focusing almost exclusively on violence and danger-
ousness. A handful of studies found that there is an
association between negative media portrayals and
negative attitudes toward people with mental illness.
However, empirical evidence of the impact of news-
paper reports about mentally ill people on readers’
attitudes is very scarce. Aims To examine the impact
of a newspaper article linking mentally ill persons with
violent crime and the impact of an article providing
factual information about schizophrenia on students’
attitudes toward people with mental illness. Method A
total of 167 students aged 13–18 years were randomly
assigned one of two articles. A period of 1 week before
and 3 weeks after reading the newspaper article, they
were asked to complete a self-administered question-
naire for the assessment of their attitudes toward
mentally ill people. Results Respondents who read the
article linking mentally ill persons with violent crime
displayed an increased likelihood to describe a men-
tally ill person as dangerous and violent. Conversely,
respondents who read the informative article used
terms like ‘violent’ or ‘dangerous’ less frequently. The
desire for social distance remained virtually un-
changed at follow-up in both groups. Conclusion Two
potential approaches to break the unwanted link be-
tween negative media reporting and negative attitudes
are suggested. First, an appeal to media professionals
to report accurate representations of mental illness.
And second, an appeal to the adults living and working
with adolescents to provide opportunities to discuss
and reflect on media contents.

j Key words media – stereotypes – social distance –
mental illness

Introduction

According to Hayward and Bright [1], dangerousness
is one of the four main conceptions about mentally ill
people, which the stereotype of mental illness is
comprised of. A recent population survey in Germany
found that the notion that most sex crimes are com-
mitted by people with schizophrenia and that people
with schizophrenia commit particularly violent
crimes was met with approval by one-fifth of the
respondents, just half as many as those who disagreed
with this view. Moreover, the opinion that people with
schizophrenia are a great danger for little children
was even endorsed by over one-third of the respon-
dents [2]. The reasons for these misconceptions are
manifold. However, there is evidence that the media
may play a part in creating and reinforcing the public
perception that mentally ill people are violent and
dangerous.

As early as 1957, Nunnally found that the media
provide an inaccurate image of mental illness. Over
40 years later, in their overview of international
studies on the portrayal of mental health and illness in
the media, Francis et al. [3] draw a similar conclusion
by stating that (a) mental illness is portrayed nega-
tively in the mass media, (b) media presentations of
mental illness promote negative images and stereo-
types, (c) there is a strong link between mental illness
and violence in media messages and (d) stories
associating mental illness with violence and crime
were given greater prominence than positive items
about mental illness. When assuming that the media
are the public’s most significant source of information
about mental illness [4], this one-sided, selective
reporting might result in the formation of negative
attitudes or at least reinforce negative stereotypes
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about people with mental illness as has been shown by
Angermeyer and Matschinger [5]. A handful of
studies investigating the association between media
portrayals of mental illness and attitudes of a given
population group in a given time (e.g., 6, 7, 8) have
indeed found a link between negative media por-
trayals and negative attitudes toward people with
mental illness.

To our knowledge, Thornton and Wahl’s experi-
mental study [8] is the only one assessing directly the
impact of a newspaper article depicting a violent
murder committed by a mentally ill person and the
effect of corrective information on the attitudes of
readers of such an article. They found that only those
reading the article without first being provided with
corrective information expressed harsher attitudes to-
ward people with mental illness than participants who
either were exposed to corrective information prior to
reading the article or who read an article unrelated to
mental illness. The authors concluded that negative
media reports contribute to negative attitudes toward
people with mental illness, and that corrective infor-
mation may be effective in mitigating the impact of
these negative reports. However, since in this study
attitudes were not measured prior to reading the article
the findings remain somewhat inconclusive.

Therefore, we set out to carry out a new study on
the impact of newspaper reports about violent crimes
committed by mentally ill people on attitudes toward
the mentally ill, this time using a randomized con-
trolled trial with assessments of attitudes prior to the
exposure to the reports and at follow-up. The target
group was composed of grammar and secondary
school students aged 13–18 years. The rationale for
choosing this particular group was that younger
children do not yet have a clear idea of what mental
illness means [9] or what specific characteristics are
associated with it and that explicit conceptions of
personality traits which are the basis for the forma-
tion of stereotypes about groups of people are not
developed until adolescence [10]. Therefore, their

ideas, conceptions and attitudes can still be influ-
enced, both positively and negatively. Based on the
aforementioned findings, our hypothesis was that
students who read an article reporting about violent
crimes committed by mentally ill people would show
an increase in negative attitudes toward these people
as compared with students who read an article con-
taining correct information about schizophrenia.

Methods

j Procedure and sample

The participants in this study were students enrolled at six different
grammar schools and secondary schools in Leipzig, Germany. A
parental consent form sought the consent of both parents and
students, allowing them to opt either in or out of the study. A total
of 206 students agreed to participate in the study. Baseline
assessment of students’ attitudes was carried out one week before
exposure to the journal article. Each participant was then randomly
assigned one of two articles. The first article was a combination of
two actual newspaper clippings, with the first reporting about a 19-
year-old defendant who had raped and committed an attempted
murder on a 7-year-old first-grader (‘‘Prison and psychiatric ward
for rapist’’). The second newspaper report was titled ‘‘Double
murder after escape from psychiatric hospital’’, in which a 27-year-
old man stabbed his older sister and her partner to death after
escaping from a psychiatric hospital. The two clippings linked a
person with a mental illness with violent, dangerous, unpredictable,
aggressive and irrational behaviour and established that the public
has reason to fear people with mental illness, even their own rel-
atives or family members. We will call this article the negative
article in this paper. The second newspaper article discussed mis-
conceptions about mental illness and provided correct information,
including facts regarding the development and the course of
schizophrenia. This article will be called the informative article. In
total, 103 students each were presented with the negative or the
informative article. Students’ attitudes were measured again
3 weeks after reading the article. Among the students assigned to
the negative article 28 did either not read the article or did not
participate in the follow-up assessment, while among those as-
signed to the informative article there were only 11 drop-outs. Only
students with complete data sets were included into the analysis,
i.e., 75 students who read the negative article and 92 students who
read the informative article. As shown in Table 1, more female
students and students who never read a newspaper had been

Table 1 Baseline characteristics of both study groups

Exposure to negative
article (n = 75)

Exposure to
informative article
(n = 92)

% Mean % Mean v2 p t p

Sex (female) 54.7 69.6 3.93 0.047
Age (mean) 14.84 14.88 0.24 0.801
Reading newspaper 8.54 0.036
Never 18.7 31.5
1–2 times per week 49.3 38.0
3–4 times per week 13.3 15.2
Daily 18.7 15.2
Reading a magazine 2.05 0.359
(Almost) never 13.3 17.4
Sometimes 52.0 54.3
Regularly 34.7 28.3
Watching TV 3.08 2.91 0.850 0.391
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allocated to the group exposed to the informative article. There
were no statistically significant differences between the two groups
with regard to age, reading a magazine or watching TV.

j Instruments

At baseline and follow-up, students’ attitudes toward people with
mental illness were assessed by means of a self-administered
questionnaire containing an open-ended question about assumed
characteristics of mentally ill people and ten items enquiring into
students’ desire for social distance toward mentally ill people. The
item list that had been previously utilized in another study on
students’ attitudes toward people with schizophrenia [9] was
slightly modified for the purpose of this study. Using a five-point
Likert scale, respondents could express their willingness or reluc-
tance to accept someone with schizophrenia in a given social
relationship. The scores of the 10 items were summed up in a sum
score, with higher scores reflecting more socially rejecting attitudes.
The internal consistency of the scale, measured by means of
Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.68 at baseline and 0.79 at follow-up. In
addition, socio-demographic characteristics and media consump-
tion were assessed at baseline.

All responses to the open-ended questions were categorized to
generate preliminary categories into which responses with similar
meaning were combined. In a consensus-building discussion [11],
these categories were differentiated, combined, and revised several
times, with unclear classifications and overlaps being discussed by
the research team. According to this principle, a set of 14 categories
for mentally ill people (‘‘crazy’’, ‘‘disabled’’, ‘‘normal’’, ‘‘distraught,
confused’’, ‘‘dangerous, violent’’, ‘‘ill, unstable’’, ‘‘low intelligence’’,
‘‘low ethical decision-making ability’’, ‘‘lack of or uneasy interaction
with others’’, ‘‘lack of acting in a responsible manner’’, ‘‘no dreams
and goals in life’’, ‘‘low self-confidence’’, ‘‘lack of independence’’
and ‘‘others’’) was gradually constructed, which allowed the
assignment of all responses given by the students. For the purpose of
this study, the focus will be on the category ‘‘dangerous, violent’’.

j Statistical methods

In order to test the effect of the different articles on the alteration of
attitudes, two hierarchical nested cross-sectional time series models
were estimated using a generalized least squares (GSL) model for
social distance [12] and a random effects logit model for the
explanation of the dangerous/violent attribute [13, 14]. These
models allow for a likelihood ratio test for the effect of time, article
and the interaction of interest.

Results

While at baseline, 32% of the students who read the
negative article used terms like ‘violent’ and ‘danger-
ous’ to describe a mentally ill person, at follow-up this
number increased to 54.7%. Of the students who read
the informative article, 26% at baseline and 13% at
follow-up used these terms to describe a mentally ill
person. In the random effects logit model, the associ-
ation between respondents’ socio-demographic char-
acteristics, type of article and time on one hand, and the
description of a mentally ill person as dangerous and
violent on the other was analysed (Table 2). No effect
was found for gender, age and media consumption.
Effects were found for time and the interaction between
time and article. Prior to reading one of the two articles,
the likelihood to describe a mentally ill person as

dangerous and violent was the same for all study par-
ticipants. Looking at the interaction term between time
and article, the likelihood to describe a mentally ill
person by using words that can be assigned to the
category ‘dangerous, violent’ increases for those par-
ticipants who read the negative article. The likelihood
ratio test clearly shows that the parameters time, article
and interaction contribute highly significantly to the fit
of the model (LR v2 = 33.28).

While at baseline, the mean social distance of all
respondents who read the negative article was 25.0
(SD 0.68) it was 26.0 (SD 0.79) at follow-up. The fig-
ures for those who read the informative article were
24.9 (SD 0.63) at baseline and 24.3 (SD 0.70) at follow-
up. In the GLS model, the association between
respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics, type
of article and time on the one hand, and the desire for
social distance on the other was calculated (Table 3).
No significant effect for article, time and their inter-
action term can be found as shown also by the non-
significant likelihood ratio test (LR v2 = 2.21). The
desire for social distance decreases with increasing
age. Female students tended to express less desire for
social distance than male students. And there was also
a trend toward an increased desire for social distance
among those who watch TV more frequently.

Discussion

Our hypothesis that students who read the negative
article will express more negative attitudes toward
people with mental illness was in part supported by
our findings. As expected, these students displayed an
increased likelihood to describe a mentally ill person
as dangerous or violent. By contrast, students who
read the informative article used terms like ‘‘violent’’
or ‘‘dangerous’’ less frequently. Contrary to our
hypothesis, there was virtually no change as concerns
the desire for social distance. This holds true for
students who read the negative article as well as for
those who read the informative article.

How come that there was a significant change of the
stereotype about people with mental illness while the
desire for social distance remained practically un-
changed? Among the various theoretical conceptual-

Table 2 Association between respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics,
type of article and time on the one hand, and the description of a mentally ill
person as dangerous and violent on the other (random effects logit model)

OR 95% CI p

Gender (female) 0.737 0.334–1.627 0.450
Age 1.044 0.731–1.493 0.812
Reading a newspaper 0.784 0.526–1.170 0.235
Reading a magazine 1.394 0.793–2.453 0.249
Watching TV 0.769 0.561–1.054 0.103
Article (negative) 1.373 0.540–3.489 0.505
Time (t0) 0.324 0.131–0.803 0.015
Article · time 11.607 3.185–42.297 0.000
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izations (e.g., theory of social representations: 15–17)
the notion of the ‘‘stigma process’’ [18] seems partic-
ularly suitable for explaining this phenomenon.
According to the authors the various stigma compo-
nents can be conceived of as being arranged in a logical
order with stereotypes coming first and discrimination,
in our study measured by the desire for social distance,
second. This sequence may also be reflected in our
findings. The exposure to the articles may first affect the
stereotypes held by students, i.e., the cognitive stigma
component, before the desire for social distance, i.e.,
their behavioural intentions, will also be changed. This
matches Schulze et al.’s findings [9], which also found
that it is easier to change stereotypes than behavioural
intentions. While in their study, a school project helped
to change attitudes for the positive, our study indicates
that the change also works in the opposite direction,
toward more negative attitudes.

The trend we have found toward an increased de-
sire for social distance among students with a higher
TV consumption ties in with findings of other studies.
As a recent study from Germany discovered, the de-
sire for social distance among adults toward people
with schizophrenia increases almost continuously
with their TV consumption (Angermeyer et al. in
press). Granello and Pauley’s study from the US
(2000) also revealed that the number of hours of
television watched per week was significantly and
positively related to intolerance.

The findings of this study have to be considered in
the light of research on media effects in general. The
multitude of theories that have been proposed, such
as the two-step flow of communication theory [19],
the knowledge gap hypothesis [20], the agenda-setting
approach [21], the uses-and-gratifications approach
[22] or the spiral of silence theory [23], document the
complexity of this research area. Simple stimulus-re-
sponse models as used in our study can certainly only
capture some aspects of how the media can affect
people’s attitudes. Although an advantage of the
experimental design used in our study is that the
content of the stimulus can be kept under control, the
participants have to focus on this stimulus and the
influence of other intervening factors can be excluded;
its disadvantage is that we created a situation, which
has little in common with reality, where people are
exposed to numerous stimuli that may attract more
attention than the information on people with mental

illness. In other words, while the internal validity of
our experiment is rather high, its external validity is
quite limited [24, 25]. In addition, 26% of the students
never read a newspaper and 43% only 1–2 times a
week, while they also encounter a multitude of
information from other media sources, e.g., TV or
magazines (Table 1). Despite these reservations we
think that it is legitimate to claim that we were able to
demonstrate that information in newspaper articles
on people with mental illness has the potential of
impacting attitudes. However, to what extent this may
happen in reality remains an open question that can
only be answered based on data from a naturalistic
study. A further limitation of this study is that we
cannot say how long the effect on students’ percep-
tions of mentally ill people may have persisted since
the only follow-up was conducted after a time period
of 3 weeks. In our view, the exposure to one single
article will certainly not suffice to influence attitudes
persistently. This may need the exposure to a series of
articles with similar content over a longer period of
time [26].

Two potential approaches to prevent that negative
stereotypes about persons with mental illness are
generated or reinforced by the media can be derived
from stimulus-response theory, which served us as
conceptual framework. First, a simple but straight-
forward message to the media and media profes-
sionals: STOP reporting inaccurate representations of
mental illness [27]. There have been first efforts to
provide guidelines, codes and issues for media pro-
fessionals to consider when reporting about mental
illness, e.g., 28. And there are first signs of light of
hope on the media horizon. A recent study found that
media reporting of mental illness was extensive,
generally of good quality and focused less on themes
of crime and violence [29]. As the findings of our
study suggest, informative reporting can pull
respondents’ attitudes toward more favourable views.
Thus, we need a more balanced reporting in the
media. Although this may not be achieved easily [30],
it is certainly worth the effort. The second approach
involves parents, teachers, social workers and all
other adults living or working with adolescents. If we
cannot change the way the media reports about
mental illness, we can at least try to influence how
adolescents assimilate and interpret media messages
by giving them opportunities to discuss and reflect on

Table 3 Association between
respondents’ socio-demographic
characteristics, type of article and
time on the one hand, and the desire
for social distance on the other (GLS
model)

Beta 95% CI p

Gender (female) )1.725 )3.137–)0.314 0.017
Age )1.205 )1.845–)0.566 0.000
Reading a newspaper 0.426 )0.275–1.126 0.233
Reading a magazine 0.726 )0.249–1.700 0.144
Watching TV 0.661 )0.188–1.203 0.017
Article (negative) )0.240 )2.125–1.646 0.803
Time (t0) )0.609 )2.378–1.161 0.500
Article · time 1.635 1.005–4.276 0.225
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media contents. An excellent example of how this can
be accomplished is the school project ‘‘Crazy? So
what!’’ [9], which, among others, challenges media
messages about mentally ill people (for more infor-
mation see http://www.irrsinnig-menschlich.de).
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