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This study explores the representation of mental health in two prominent Italian newspapers, Corriere della
Sera and La Repubblica, spanning from 2006 to 2021. The aim was to quantify articles containing mental
health-related terms, assess their focus on mental health issues, detect stigmatizing content, analyze
temporal trends, and find possible predictors of stigmatizing articles. The search utilized electronic archives,
with evaluators categorizing articles as mental health-related (rMH) or not (nrMH), further classifying rMH
as stigmatizing, nonstigmatizing, neutral, or mixed. Out of the 1,988 articles meeting the inclusion criteria
(nrMH: 1,511; rMH: 451), the percentage of rMH articles varies from 17.79% in 2006 to 27.16% in 2021,
and there is a statistically significant difference in the distribution of articles (rMH/nrMH) over the 6 years
considered (χ2 = 16.52; df = 5; p = .005). The study highlights variations in stigmatization across the years.
In 2009, stigmatizing articles peaked at 19.78%, while none were identified in 2018. Statistical analysis
indicates a significant shift in the characterization of rMH articles (stigmatizing/nonstigmatizing/neutral/
mixed) over time (χ2 = 65.50; df = 15; p < .001), revealing an increasing trend in nonstigmatizing articles.
Additionally, logistic regression identifies two potential predictors of stigmatizing articles: the number of
words in the title and the type of addressed mental health disorder. Although our study demonstrates an
optimistic, but far from consistent, trend in the number of stigmatizing articles over time, it is necessary to
continue promoting the correct use of the press in addressing issues related to mental health.

Clinical Impact Statement
Analyzing mental health representation in major Italian newspapers from 2006 to 2021, this study
observes a positive shift toward nonstigmatizing articles over time. Peaking at 19.78% in 2009,
stigmatizing content diminishes to none in 2018 and reaches 8.43% in 2021. Logistic regression identifies
two possible predictors of stigmatizing articles: a reduced title word count and the presence of severe
mental illness.While progress is evident, the study emphasizes the ongoing need for vigilant promotion of
responsible journalism to combat stigma and ensure accurate mental health portrayals in the media.
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Erving Goffman has served as a guiding force in shaping the
modern conceptualization of stigma. According to the author, the
process of stigmatization is characterized by the presence of a
socially unwelcome characteristic that discredits the identity of
individuals who exhibit it (Goffman, 1963). Stigma implies social
disapproval and can unjustly result in discrimination and the
exclusion of individuals due to negative social attitudes associated
with characteristics that may be perceived as mental, physical, or
social deficiency (Corrigan & Watson, 2002; Link & Phelan, 2001;
Pescosolido & Martin, 2015).
Mental health-related stigma and discrimination have been widely

documented in various contexts, including health care settings,
workplaces, and communities. Studies have consistently shown that
people using mental health services and their families experience
stigma and discrimination across different life domains, including
individual, family, work, employment, and education. This stigma
can lead to negative stereotypes, prejudice, and discriminatory
behaviors, resulting in emotional distress for people using mental
health services and their families, difficulty in accessing treatment,
and an overall negative impact on daily living (Pingani et al., 2012;
Thornicroft, 2008).
Presently, there are eight main types of stigma described in

scientific literature (Evans-Lacko et al., 2016; Fox et al., 2018), and all
of these can be promoted or supported by the media: Public stigma is
the response that the general population has to people with mental
health challenges (Corrigan &Watson, 2002); structural stigma refers
to rules, laws, or institutions that systematically discriminate or
disadvantage people with mental disorders (Corrigan et al., 2005);
self-stigma occurs when individuals internalize public attitudes as
prejudice and discrimination, resulting in numerous negative
consequences (Corrigan & Rao, 2012); felt or perceived stigma
occurs when individuals believe that people around them would judge
them negatively for having a certain characteristic (Evans-Lacko et al.,
2016); label avoidance happens when people avoid seeking out or
participating in mental health care to prevent the impact of a
stigmatizing label (Clement et al., 2015); experienced stigma is the
actual experience of discrimination and/or participation on the part of
the person affected (Van Brakel, 2006); courtesy stigma, also known
as stigma by association, refers to the stigmatization experienced by
individuals who are associated with a stigmatized person or group
(Wahl &Harman, 1989); and spiritual stigma, characterized by beliefs
about mental illness associating it with sinful behavior or encouraging
people to focus on religious practices and rituals as treatment for
mental health challenges (Peteet, 2019; Pingani et al., 2021, 2022).
The influence of mass media on public beliefs and prejudices in

Western contexts has been a subject of extensive research. Studies
have demonstrated the significant impact of mass media on shaping
public perceptions and attitudes across various domains. In the
context of mental health, Klin and Lemish (2008) and Pescosolido et
al. (2019) highlighted how the media perpetuate misconceptions and
stigma related to mental disorders, underscoring the influential role
of media representations in shaping public attitudes. Furthermore,
other studies (Alyousef et al., 2020; Marino et al., 2020) have
explored the potential of media interventions for reducing mental
health stigma and the perceptions of media’s contribution toward
stigmatization of mental health, respectively.
Among all forms of media, newspapers play a distinctive role

because they can be considered an index of wider public opinion
(Aoki et al., 2016; Pingani et al., 2018) and a privileged source of

information on mental health (Whitley & Wang, 2017). The
stereotypes most frequently reported in media include the belief
that people with mental disorders are violent, dangerous, and criminal
(Whitley &Wang, 2017); that people using mental health services are
victims of their disorders (Pingani et al., 2018); that they cannot have a
life like other people (Coverdale et al., 2002; Rhydderch et al., 2016);
or that they are incompetent, strange, bizarre, and unpredictable
(Goulden et al., 2011; Klin & Lemish, 2008). A retrospective analysis
(Aoki et al., 2016) showed that 14%–49% of newspaper articles on
mental disorders highlight the association between mental disorders
and dangerousness. Furthermore, a Canadian study covering the
period 2005–2015 found a significant increase, with rates of articles
focusing on the relationship between crimes, violent behavior, and
mental disorders rising to over 50% (Whitley & Wang, 2017).

Research indicates that mental health professionals and journalists
recognize the importance of being sensitive in reportingmental health
issues (Eichenberg et al., 2023). However, mental health profes-
sionals must also improve their attitudes toward people with mental
illness to effectively contribute to reducing stigma (Lauber et al.,
2006). The portrayal of mental illness by the media can perpetuate
stigma and discrimination, underscoring the potential for fruitful
collaboration between mental health professionals and journalists,
who can work together to provide education and ensure responsible
representations (Arneaud et al., 2023; Kenez et al., 2015).

The role of journalists in reducing the stigma of mental illness is
crucial in shaping public perceptions and attitudes toward individuals
with mental health conditions. There are opportunities for journalists
to contribute positively to reducing stigma. For instance, citizen
journalism by individuals with mental illness has the potential to
educate the public and reduce stigma (Carmichael et al., 2019).
Additionally, involving people with mental illness as sources in news
stories is a way to reduce stigma and portray individuals with mental
illness more positively (O’Brien, 2021). Moreover, journalism can
effectively advocate for stigma reduction by amplifying the voices of
those with lived experience, who can share their journey of recovery
and demonstrate how individuals can lead fulfilling lives with hope,
despite mental health challenges (Burns et al., 2022).

In the present study, our objectives are as follows: (a) describe the
number of articles, from 2006 to 2021, that contain one or more
words related to the mental health sphere; (b) determine how many
of the identified articles address issues related to mental health; (c)
for articles concerning mental health, identify those with a
stigmatizing meaning and analyze their proportion over time; and
(d) identify potential predictors of stigmatizing articles.

Method

The search strategy was implemented using the electronic archives
of the two most widely read non-thematic Italian newspapers,
Corriere della Sera and La Repubblica, at the beginning of this study
(January 1, 2022; Accertamenti Diffusione Stampa, 2022). During
the specified period, we considered the following years: 2006, 2009,
2012, 2015, 2018, and 2021. This selection, previously utilized in
literature (Li et al., 2021), allowed us to observe how stigmatizing
attitudes may vary over time, balancing efficiency and resource
utilization. For each month within these years, 2 days were randomly
selected using random.org (Supplemental Table 1).

On the designated days, we search all articles containing one or
more of the following words (* = wildcard; Li et al., 2021): mental
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health OR mental illness OR mentally ill OR mental disorder OR
mental patient OR mental problem OR (depression NOT W/1
economic OR great) OR depressed OR depressive OR schizo* OR
psychosis OR psychotic OR eating disorder OR autis* OR anorexi*

OR bulimi* OR personality disorder OR dissociative disorder OR
anxiety disorder OR anxiety attack OR panic disorder OR panic
attack OR obsessive–compulsive disorder OR OCD OR post-
traumatic stress OR PTSD OR social phobia OR agoraphobi* OR
bipolar OR ADHD OR attention deficit.
Two students from the degree course in psychiatric rehabilitation

techniques at the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia (Pingani
et al., 2013), who had requested to work on their thesis on this
project, underwent specific training that consists definition of stigma
in mental health, elements constituting the phenomenon of stigma,
various types of stigma in the mental health context, components of
discrimination in the media, and stigma and newspapers: a critical
analysis of the literature prepared by a senior researcher. The
students independently categorized all the articles into two groups
“articles related to mental health” (rMH) or “articles not related to
mental health” (nrMH). The rMH category comprises solely articles
offering information on mental health issues, such as the use of
diagnostic terms, features of psychotherapy, psychopharmacologi-
cal treatment, or descriptions of rehabilitation. All other articles
(e.g., those that make metaphorical references to mental health
challenges like “The market trend in this period is depressed” or use
slang to describe criminal situations such as “A madman shot into
the crowd”) are classified as nrMH. In the event of divergent
evaluations by the two students, the senior researcher intervened to
determine the appropriate categorization for the article.
Subsequently, each of the two students collected the following

information for each rMH article: number of words in the title and in
the text; publication date; whether the article is (or at least starts) on
the front page (Yes/No); classification of the disorder discussed in the
article severe mental illness, associated with schizophrenia and
bipolar disorder, and common mental disorder, referring to other
psychiatric disorders like anxiety, depression, or autism; and article
evaluation. Four options were available for article evaluation (Li et
al., 2021): stigmatizing themes include danger to others, hopeless
victim, and strange behavior, and the cause of their mental illness was
their personal responsibility, skeptical of seriousness or pejorative or
inappropriate language; antistigmatizing themes, on the contrary,
encompass sympathetic portrayal (of the general public or public
figures), discussing various causes of mental illness (genetic,
psychosocial, or others), highlighting recovery from or successful
treatment of mental illness (pharmaceutical, psychosocial, or other/
not specified), promoting mental health, addressing stigma and
injustice, and discussing prevalence. Articles that presented both
stigmatizing and antistigmatizing elements with equal emphasis (e.g.,
both as primary elements) were coded as “mixed.” Articles with
neither element present were coded as “neutral.” In the event of
divergent evaluations by the two students, the senior researcher
intervened to determine the appropriate categorization for the article.

Statistical Analysis

The qualitative variables were described using absolute frequency
and percentage, while the quantitative variables were described with
the mean and standard deviation.

The agreement between the two students in assigning an article
to one of the two groups (rMH and nrMH) and classifying it
(stigmatizing, nonstigmatizing, neutral, and mixed) was assessed
using Cohen’s κ coefficient and analyzed according to Fleiss’
guidelines (Fleiss, 1971): 0 indicates poor agreement, .01–.20
suggests slight agreement, .21–.40 indicates fair agreement, .41–.60
signifies moderate agreement, .61–.80 denotes substantial agreement,
and .81–1.00 represents almost perfect agreement. The chi-square test
was employed to examine the presence of statistically significant
differences in the distributions of two qualitative variables. The
Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to assess whether there is a
significant difference between a quantitative variable for rMH and
nrMH. For the identification of potential predictors of stigmatizing
articles, the following approach was used (logistic regression):
Stigmatizing/nonstigmatizing articles resulting from the evaluation of
rMH articles were considered as the dependent variable, while other
variables previously studied in the literature as possible predictors of
stigmatizing attitudes were utilized as independent variables (the year
of publication, number of words in the title, number of words in the
article, presence of the article on the front page, and type of disorder).

A variance inflation factor exceeding 4 or a tolerance below .25 is
indicative of potential multicollinearity in regression analysis.

Results

A total of 1,988 articles meet the inclusion criteria, and their
distribution across the 6 years under study is described in Table 1.
The same table displays the absolute and percentage frequencies of
nrMH and rMH articles. The agreement between the two evaluators
to distinguish between rMH and nrMH articles was nearly perfect,
with a Cohen’s κ coefficient of .99. The percentage of rMH articles
varies from 17.79% in 2006 to 72.84% in 2021, and there is a
statistically significant difference in the distribution of articles
(rMH/nrMH) over the 6 years considered (χ2 = 16.52; df = 5; p =
.005). In the Supplemental Material (Table S2 and Figure S1), the
analysis of the distribution of nrMH and rMH articles among the
individual years under study is available.

Table 2 delineates the categorization of rMH articles into
stigmatizing, nonstigmatizing, neutral, or mixed classifications. The
agreement between the two evaluators in categorizing each rMH
article into the four proposed categories denoted a substantial
agreement, with a Cohen’s κ coefficient of .77 (Cohen, 1968). The
year with the highest percentage of stigmatizing articles was 2009
(19.78%), while in 2018, no stigmatizing articles were identified.
There is a statistically significant difference in the characterization of
rMH articles (stigmatizing/nonstigmatizing/neutral/mixed) across the
years under study (χ2 = 65.50; df = 15; p < .001). Figure 1 illustrates
the trends of the four categories over time. In the Supplemental
Material (Table S3 and Figure S2), the analysis of the distribution of
stigmatizing/nonstigmatizing articles across the individual years under
study is available.

The average length of the title and overall length of an article are
8.28 (±3.36) and 480.62 (±269.37), respectively, for the rMH
subgroup, while for nrMH articles, they are 8.12 (±4.22) and 523.43
(±380.40). A statistically significant difference was found between
the two groups regarding the total length of the text (p = .04), which
is greater in the nrMH group. The percentage of articles on the front
page is 12.42% for rMH, while it is 10.66% for nrMH ones: No
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statistically significant difference emerges between the two
subgroups (χ2 = .44; df = 1; p = .51; Table 3).
Logistic regression identified two significant predictors of

stigmatizing articles: the number of words in the title (−.14; .03)
and the type of disorder addressed (1.77; <.001). Specifically, a
lower number of words is associated with a higher probability of
having a stigmatizing article. On the contrary, the discussion of a
severe disorder in the article is a predictor of a stigmatizing article.
The regression analysis did not reveal situations of collinearity
(Table 4).

Discussion

This study aimed to achieve four objectives: describing the
quantity of articles, spanning from 2006 to 2021, containing one or
more words related to the mental health sphere; determining the
number of identified articles addressing issues related to mental
health; for articles concerningmental health, identifying those with a
stigmatizing meaning and analyzing their proportion over time; and
identifying potential predictors of stigmatizing articles.
The distribution of newspaper articles dealing with mental health

has shown significant changes over time. Research conducted in the
United Kingdom between 1992 and 2008 revealed a reduction in
negative articles about mental illness and an increase in articles
explaining psychiatric disorders (Goulden et al., 2011). Similarly, a
study from 2008 to 2016 in the United Kingdom found an increase in
the proportion of articles presenting mental illness in an anti-
stigmatizing manner and a simultaneous decrease in the depiction of
mental illness as stigmatizing in newspaper coverage (Rhydderch et
al., 2016). Furthermore, an evaluation of changes in U.K. newspaper
coverage of mental illness from 2008 to 2016 indicated a significant
increase in the proportion of antistigma articles and a decrease in
stigmatizing articles over the years (Li et al., 2021). Moreover, a

retrospective study on English newspapers in India revealed that over
time, newspaper coverage of mental illness became less stigmatizing
(Arneaud et al., 2023). These studies collectively seem to suggest a
positive shift in the portrayal of mental health in newspaper articles
over time. In a previous study by our research group (Pingani et al.,
2018) that focused on the use of the term “schizo*” in newspapers, it
demonstrated a reduction over time in the percentage of stigmatizing
articles. Specifically, in articles addressing mental health issues, the
percentage decreased from 70.27% in 2001 to 29.17% in 2015. The
evidence from the literature appears to be supported by our study
conducted in the Italian context: The percentage of nonstigmatizing
articles increased from 65.52% in 2006 to 78.31% in 2021. A more
complex trend is observed in articles with a stigmatizing tone: Despite
a significant decrease in their percentage in 2018, it rebounded to
8.43% in 2021. This value is lower than that of 2009 (19.78%) but
higher than that of 2006 (6.89%).

From the study of the characteristics of the articles, only one
statistically significant difference emerged between the rMH and
nrMH groups: the number of words in the articles is greater, on
average, in the second group (523.43 ± 380.40 vs. 480.62 ± 269.37).
Concerning this result, some purely speculative hypotheses can be
formulated, which require further evidence for validation. One
possible explanation for the difference in article length could be
related to the complexity and depth of the subject matter. Mental
health-related articles may require a more focused and succinct
approach to effectively communicate information and support
readers in understanding and addressing mental health concerns.
Conversely, articles not related to mental health may cover a wider
range of topics, allowing for more extensive discussions and
analyses, leading to longer article lengths. Additionally, the target
audience and purpose of the articles may also contribute to
variations in article length. Articles related to mental health may be
designed to provide clear and accessible information to individuals
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Table 1
Absolute Frequencies and Percentages of Identified Articles, as Well as Mental Health-/Not Mental Health-Related Articles, Provided for
Each Year of Investigation

Year
N (% calculated on the
total number of articles)

nrMH (% calculated based on the
total number of articles per year)

rMH (% calculated based on the
total number of articles per year) Chi-square test

2006 326 (16.40) 268 (82.21) 58 (17.79)

χ2 = 16.52, df = 5, p = .005

2009 361 (18.16) 268 (74.24) 93 (25.76)
2012 255 (12.82) 190 (74.51) 65 (25.49)
2015 300 (15.09) 243 (81) 57 (19)
2018 352 (17.71) 255 (72.44) 97 (27.56)
2021 394 (19.82) 287 (77.84) 107 (27.16)

Note. nrMH = not mental health-related; rMH = mental health-related.

Table 2
Distribution of Mental Health-Related Articles Across the Four Different Stigma-Related Categories

Year Stigmatizing Nonstigmatizing Neutral Mixed Chi-square test

2006 4 (6.89%) 38 (65.52%) 2 (3.45%) 14 (24.14%)

χ2 = 65.50, df = 15, p < .001

2009 18 (19.78%) 61 (67.03%) 5 (5.50%) 7 (7.69%)
2012 6 (9.23%) 49 (75.39%) 6 (9.23%) 4 (6.15%)
2015 7 (12.28%) 32 (56.14%) 14 (24.56%) 4 (7.02%)
2018 0 81 (83.51%) 13 (13.40) 3 (3.09%)
2021 7 (8.43%) 65 (78.31%) 6 (7.23%) 5 (6.03%)

4 FERRAZZI ET AL.



seeking support or guidance, leading to a more concise writing style.
In contrast, articles not related to mental health may target a broader
audience or aim to explore complex issues in greater detail, resulting
in longer articles.
The final objective of our study pertained to defining potential

predictors of stigmatizing newspaper articles. The logistic analysis
conducted identified two factors: the article’s focus on severe mental
illness (such as schizophrenia) and a reduced number of words in the
title. Based on evidence in literature, there is a difference in the way
newspaper articles address severe mental disorders compared with
other mental disorders. Newspaper articles detailing crimes committed

by individuals with schizophrenia tend to be significantly longer and
contain more stigmatizing language compared with those addressing
other mental disorders. Interestingly, anxiety was viewed more
favorably by the public in comparison to other mental disorders, as it
was associated with fewer negative stereotypes and perceived as more
likely to be curable (Hasan & Musleh, 2018; Li et al., 2021). A
stimulating contribution comes from Hildersley et al. (2020), who
estimated that articles about schizophrenia were 6.37 times more
likely to be stigmatizing than articles about other diagnoses.
Regarding this topic, the contribution provided by Aoki et al.
(2016) is indeed significant: Their findings revealed a negative shift in
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Figure 1
Trends of the Four Different Stigma-Related Categories Over Time

Note. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

Table 3
Qualitative and Quantitative Characteristics of Mental Health-Related Articles

Qualitative variable

rMH nrMH

Wilcoxon
signed-rank testM (±SD)

Median/
mode

Minimum/
maximum M (±SD)

Median/
mode

Minimum/
maximum

Number of words in the title 8.28 (±3.36) 8.50/9 1/26 8.12 (±4.22) 8/9 1/62 p = .26
Number of words in the article 48.62 (±269.37) 468/491 26/1579 523.43 (±380.40) 494/221 1/8372 p = .04

Quantitative variable

rMH nrMH

N % N % Chi-square test

Is the article in the front page? χ2 = .44, df = 1, p = .51
Yes 56 12.42 161 10.66
No 395 87.58 1,350 89.34

Type of disorder n.c. n.c.
SMI 31 6.87
CMD 420 93.13

Note. rMH = mental health-related; nrMH = not mental health-related; n.c. = not calculable; SMI = severe mental illness; CMD = common mental
disorder.

… AND IS THERE NO NEW THING UNDER THE SUN? 5



newspaper coverage of bipolar disorder because the number of articles
discussing bipolar disorder and associating it with danger increased
over the study period (1992–2012). The authors speculate that this
trend may reflect evolving public perceptions of psychiatric illnesses:
In the past, there was limited awareness or bias surrounding bipolar
disorder, while individuals with schizophrenia were often unjustly
perceived as dangerous. However, people have now gained a broader
understanding of various psychiatric conditions, encompassing both
positive and negative aspects. The research by Dubugras et al. (2011)
analyzed information about schizophrenia divulged by a prestigious
Brazilian daily newspaper: The analysis revealed that the articles
conveyed stigmatizing messages, with a prevalent theme being the
association of schizophrenia with dangerousness.
There is evidence regarding the importance of the title in conveying

and inducing stigmatizing consequences (Ecker et al., 2014)
demonstrating that misleading headlines affect readers’ memory,
their inferential reasoning, and behavioral intentions, as well as the
impressions people form of faces, but no literature evidence confirms
our findings that the decrease in the length of the title is associated
with a higher likelihood of having a stigmatizing article. We can
hypothesize that a particularly short title must use sensational and
impactful words to attract the attention of the reader and, therefore,
has a greater probability of being stigmatizing. This result does not
align with a previous study also carried out on Italian newspapers
(Pingani et al., 2018). On the contrary, the literature has depicted
stigmatizing stories as significantly shorter than nonstigmatizing
stories in the Australian print and online news media, whereas our
results did not corroborate this finding (Cain et al., 2014).
Our study has several limitations that should be acknowledged:

(a) The study only involved two national newspapers; (b) local
newspapers, which might have yielded different results, were not
considered; (c) no magazines, weeklies, or informational periodicals
were taken into consideration; (d) the random sampling of days may
not have generated a truly representative sample; and (e) the online
search might have missed articles not present in the newspaper’s
database.

Conclusion

The fight against the stigma of mental illness is crucial for the
well-being and inclusion of individuals with psychological distress

in society (Corrigan & Watson, 2002). The media, particularly
newspapers, have been found to play a significant role in shaping
stereotypes and fostering discriminatory behavior related to mental
illness. Olstead (2002) highlighted the influence of reporting
techniques utilized by the popular press and the ways in which power,
knowledge, and ideology articulate through media reports about
mental illness, contributing to the conflation of mental illness and
criminality. Although our study demonstrates an optimistic, albeit
inconsistent, trend in the number of stigmatizing articles over time, as
previously documented in the literature and reflected in our choice to
include “… and is there no new thing under the sun?” in the title, it
remains imperative to continue promoting the appropriate use of the
press in addressing issues related to mental health. We believe that
there are three main strategies to pursue this aim: involve journalists
in training courses aimed at increasing awareness of the importance of
correctly addressing the topic of mental health; involve peer workers
and health care professionals present in the area in these training
courses; and evaluate the real effectiveness of these interventions to
be able to redefine them for increased effectiveness.

However, we must not forget that in this process of improvement,
it is essential to also involve other actors who can play a significant
role: publishers, who are responsible for editorial decisions and the
direction of newspapers, and mental health charities, which can
provide resources, up-to-date information, and specific guidance to
help journalists better understand the complexity of mental health
issues. This multistakeholder approach can ensure a comprehensive
vision and greater effectiveness in addressing the challenges related
to stigmatization and misinformation about mental health in the
media, particularly in newspapers.
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