
A Brief History of Stigma: Stigma ReductionToolkit 
Anti-Stigma Media Advocacy 

The media regularly reinforces learned stereotypes about mental illness. In particular, media 
reporting tends to highlight the perceived (and inaccurate) link between mental illness and violence. 
This is particularly prominent after mass shootings. 

SANE Australia’s SANE Guide to Reducing Stigma provides information about the harm that 
stigmatized media portrayals of  mental illness can do. 

Connecting with the Media 
It’s important to not just quash negative reporting, but also give the media positive, realistic 
messages to convey about mental illness. The voices of  people with mental illness are often left out 
of  reporting on mental health issues.  

In the UK, the charity Mind has media volunteer opportunities. Many other charities provide 
comments on mental health issues to the media; if  this is an area that interests you, get in touch with 
your local charities to see if  you can get involved. 

The US site HARO (Help A Reporter Out) connects journalists with sources. You can sign up for 
their email list and keep an eye out for journalists looking to speak to people about mental health 
issues. There isn’t a way to just sign up for mental health-specific or even health-specific 
opportunities. The Twitter hashtag #journorequest is another way to find journalists looking for 
sources. 

https://www.sane.org/images/PDFs/SANE-Guide-to-Reducing-Stigma.pdf
https://www.mind.org.uk/get-involved/volunteering-participating/become-a-media-volunteer/
https://www.helpareporter.com/sources/rules/


Stigma Reduction Toolkit

SANE Australia’s Stigma Watch program monitors and responds to inappropriate media reporting. 
You can notify them of  inappropriate reporting that you come across. 

Tips on Working with the Media 
If  you are connecting with the media as part of  your advocacy work, these sites have tips that you 
may find helpful: 
• American Association of  Pediatrics: Advocacy Guide Chapter 6: Media & Communications 

Advocacy 
• Berkeley Media Studies Group: Getting Started with Media Advocacy 
• SANE Australia: Working with the media factsheets 
• University of  Kansas Community Toolbox: media advocacy tips 

Media Reporting on Mental Illness 
Journalists are human and are raised with the same stereotypes as anyone else. Journalism programs 
don’t necessarily include training in reporting on mental health conditions, but there is specialized 
training available. If  you notice ongoing problematic reporting from a news source, you could 
consider getting in touch with an editor and letting them know about some of  the training 
opportunities that are available. 

• Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma (Columbia University, US): training related to traumatic 
events 

• Headlines Network (UK): workshops and training, run by journalists 
• Media Trust (UK): Headlining Mental Health training 
• Mental Health Commission of  Canada: Reporting on Mental Health: online journalism modules 
• Mindframe (Australia) 
• Rosalynn Carter Fellowships for Mental Health Journalism: offer training for journalists in the US, 

Latin America, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. 

Journalists are used to writing to conform to editorial expectations and style guidelines. A number 
of  organizations have put together media guidelines for reporting on mental health. If  you come 
across a story that concerns you, you could try passing on some of  these resources: 

• Canadian Journalism Forum on Violence and Trauma: Mindset: Reporting on Mental Health 
guidelines – there’s also a Media Guide-O-Matic Wordpress plugin to support use of  the guidelines 

• Carter Center: Journalism Resource Guide on Behavioral Health 
• Like Minds, Like Mine (NZ): Media Guidelines 
• Mind (UK): How to Report on Mental Health 
• Mindframe Australia guidelines for reporting on suicide and mental ill-health, stage/screen 

portrayals of  mental ill-health and suicide, media reporting on severe mental illness in the context 
of  violence/crime, and reporting and portrayal of  eating disorders 

• TEAM UP: Style Guide: Reporting on Mental Health 
• YoungMinds: Reporting on Mental Health and Young People 
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https://www.sane.org/advocacy/stigmawatch
https://downloads.aap.org/AAP/PDF/aap_advocacy_guide.pdf
https://bit.ly/3EwCHpZ
https://www.sane.org/media-centre/working-with-the-media
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/advocacy/media-advocacy
https://dartcenter.org/programs/training
https://headlines-network.com/
https://mediatrust.org/communications-support/training-courses/headlining-mental-health/
https://hiddenheroes.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/reporting-mental-health
https://mindframe.org.au/training/mindframe-media-training
https://www.cartercenter.org/health/mental_health/fellowships/
https://www.mindset-mediaguide.ca/
https://wordpress.org/plugins/media-guide-o-matic-alert/
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/health/mental_health/2015-journalism-resource-guide-on-behavioral-health.pdf
https://www.likeminds.org.nz/media/
https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/minds-media-office/how-to-report-on-mental-health/
https://mindframe.org.au/guidelines
https://19403eb0-8756-415c-9e1c-52cc77b3a705.filesusr.com/ugd/aec3fc_018d8f26fc7a4262a299475fb657cf0c.pdf
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/reporting-on-mental-health-and-young-people/
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Media Reporting on Suicides 
The way that the media reports on suicides can influence public stigma, as well as the risk of  suicide 
contagion. Contagion is a phenomenon that involves a spike in suicides following exposure to 
reporting on or portrayal of  a suicide. Responsible reporting can help to cut down on the risk of  
this. 

Suicide Reporting Do’s: 

• include local crisis line information and other community resources 
• include warning signs and information about what to do 
• report on suicide as a public health issue and look for links to broader social issues 
• get information from suicide prevention experts 
• word headlines carefully – avoid using the word "suicide" or sensationalizing 
• be particularly careful when reporting celebrity suicides 
• avoid printing photos of  the deceased, or use only print a small, non-prominent image 

Suicide Reporting Don’ts: 

• use prominent placement (e.g. front page) or undue repetition 
• use photos of  the location/method of  death or family/friends grieving 
• describe a suicide as inexplicable or without warning 
• characterize suicide as "successful" or "unsuccessful"/"failed" 
• report specific details of  the method 
• speculate about or offer simplistic causes for the suicide 
• normalize or romanticize suicide or present it as the solution to problems 
• use melodrama, hyperboles like "suicide epidemic" or labelling locations as suicide "hot 

spots" 
• publish suicide notes  

Several organizations have put together recommendations for responsible reporting on suicide, 
including: 
• American Association of  Suicidology: Suicide Reporting Recommendations 
• American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP): Resources for journalists 
• Crisis Services Canada: Guidelines for Reporting on Suicide 
• DART Center for Journalism and Trauma: Recommendations for Reporting on Suicide 
• Mindframe Guidelines 
• ReportingOnSuicide.org reporting guidelines 
• World Health Organization: Preventing Suicide: A Resource for Media Professionals 
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https://suicidology.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Suicide-Media-Reporting-Extended-4-merged-1.pdf
https://afsp.org/reporting-on-suicide-prevention
https://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/CSC-Media-Reporting-of-Suicide_2019_03_21_CSC-V2_rjf.pdf
https://dartcenter.org/content/recommendations-for-reporting-on-suicide
https://mindframe.org.au/suicide/communicating-about-suicide/mindframe-guidelines
https://reportingonsuicide.org/
https://www.who.int/mental_health/prevention/suicide/resource_media.pdf
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Entertainment Media Resources 
Besides the news media, film, television, and stage productions can also influence public attitudes 
towards mental illness. There are guidelines available to support responsible portrayals of  mental 
illness, including: 
• Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention: National Recommendations for Depicting Suicide  
• Center for Scholars and Storytellers: Avoiding Mental Health Stigmatizations & Encouraging Help 

Seeking Through Entertainment Media 
• Mental Health Media Guide: entertainment industry guide to mental health storytelling 

 

A Brief History of Stigma 
A Brief  History of  Stigma has more information on what mental illness 
stigma is and what to do about it. You can learn more about the book on 
Mental Health @ Home. 

It’s available on Amazon and Google Play.
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https://theactionalliance.org/sites/default/files/natl_recommendations_for_depicting_suicide_1.pdf
https://www.scholarsandstorytellers.com/blog-main/diversity-in-hollywood-how-to-write-characters-with-mental-disorders-in-movies-and-tv
https://www.scholarsandstorytellers.com/blog-main/diversity-in-hollywood-how-to-write-characters-with-mental-disorders-in-movies-and-tv
https://www.scholarsandstorytellers.com/blog-main/diversity-in-hollywood-how-to-write-characters-with-mental-disorders-in-movies-and-tv
https://mentalhealthmediaguide.com/
https://mentalhealthathome.org/mhh-books/a-brief-history-of-stigma/
https://mybook.to/brief-history-stigma
https://play.google.com/store/books/details?id=MqNJEAAAQBAJ
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