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Abstract

A sample of articles from a British newspaper referring to people with mental handicaps were analysed in terms of the roles into which they cast mentally handicapped people and the frequency of juxtaposition with other devalued groups.  results suggested that the articles were not representative in their description of people with mental handicaps ‑ rather they described them as being children and patients more frequently than would be expected.  Juxtapositions, particularly with people having mental health problems, occurred in about a third of the articles.  comparative analysis of the articles written by staff reporters and those written by non‑staff suggested that the newspaper's own reporters were more likely to misrepresent the population of people with mental handicaps.  

Introduction

The development of "community care" (Audit Commission, 1986) is leading to an increased presence of people with mental handicaps  in ordinary settings.   How will the public react to increased exposure to a group of people whose appearance and behaviour is sometimes different to their own?  A general finding (e.g. Kastner, Repucci & Pezzoli, 1979) is that public attitudes are essentially favourable to the idea of people with mental handicaps living in community settings but much more negative when the community setting is in the same street as their own.  One of the interesting features of such attitudes is the degree to which they are apparently shared by most members of the culture.  They thus seem likely to be based on what Moscovici (1984) has termed a "social representation" ‑ a commonly‑held "theory" about the nature of people with mental handicap.  Social representations include an element of evaluation, and in Kastner et al's study it can be seen that the evaluation of people with mental handicaps is essentially negative although this is perhaps moderated by an acknowledgment that individuals are not generally responsible for being mentally handicapped.

One of the factors contributing to the formation of such a social representation seems likely to be the image of people with mental handicaps presented by the media.  This may be particularly salient where the reader's direct experience of people with mental handicaps is limited i.e. the reader or watcher is "naive".  There is considerable evidence to suggest that such media images are predominantly negative though much of this evidence refers to disability in general or disabling conditions other than mental handicap.  Townsend (1979) found that a quarter of American television shows depicting mentally ill people cast them as physically violent.  A review by Elliot and Byrd (1982), and an informal account by Bogdan, Biklen, Shapiro and Spelkoman (1982) provided many examples of the frequent casting of people, with a variety of physical and mental disabilities, as evil in literature, television and film.  Domino (1983) found that the film One Flew Over The Cuckoo's Nest had adverse effects on the attitudes of students towards mental illness.  Stockdale and Farr (1987) investigated the various positive and negative images to be found in British charity poster campaigns and their effects on students, while Wertheimer (1988a) reviewed the images of services and service users presented by advertisements for staff in mental handicap services.  Hutchison and Lord (1982) studied Canadian newspaper representations of mental handicap and concluded that "newspaper stories contain a great amount of language and headlines which are devaluing of persons with mental handicaps", a conclusion supported by Wertheimer's (1988b) survey of local and national British newspapers carried out during six weeks in the Spring of 1987.  The study reported here investigates the representation of people with mental handicaps in a British newspaper.

In particular, the study had three aims.  Firstly, to identify some useful measures of the content of newspaper representations of people with mental handicaps.  Secondly, to provide some descriptive information on such representation in one newspaper during one period of time.  Thirdly, to analyse what was found within the theoretical context of normalisation (Wolfensberger, 1972; Wolfensberger and Thomas, 1983).  

Wolfensberger suggests that people with mental handicaps are typically represented in a limited number of devaluing ways ‑ principally as subhuman, menaces, objects of pity, holy innocents, diseased organisms, objects of ridicule and eternal children.  Such representations have the characteristics of social roles i.e. they prescribe, amongst other things, the behaviours to be expected of people with mental handicaps.  Wolfensberger's analysis is applied not just to people with mental handicaps but also to other "devalued" groups in society such as people with mental health problems, older people, prisoners and so on.  He suggests that representations of such groups have a degree of generality and that the tendency of services to group together, physically or symbolically, people with different devaluing conditions tends to reinforce this generality and allow the transfer of negative images from one group to the other.  Consequently, the study investigated the roles into which people with mental handicaps were cast by the language used in the newspaper, and the degree of juxtaposition with groups of people suffering from other devalued conditions.

Method

The sample consisted of all features, editorials and letters published in The Guardian, containing reference to mental handicap, during the period March‑July 1983.  The 35 articles found were analysed in the following way:

_
all nouns and adjectives referring to people with mental handicaps  were counted

_
the most popular role representations were analysed for "representativeness" i.e. the degree to which they were statistically representative of the British population of people with mental handicaps 

_
the frequency of use of the role representation "person" or "people" was investigated

_
all articles were checked for any mention of socially devalued groups other than people with mental handicaps

_
articles were subdivided into those written by Guardian writers (editorials and most features), and those written by non‑Guardian writers (letters and some features).  The above measures were investigated for the two sub‑groups of articles.

Results

In all, 35 articles appeared: 23 features, 1 editorial and 11 letters.  These occupied 25 columns i.e. the equivalent of over three pages. During the time period sampled there were three major issues on which articles were written ‑ the reports of the National Development Team on hospital services for people with mental handicaps (14 articles), the "Teignmouth affair" (in which publicity was given to the protests of some of the residents of a seaside town at the apparently high frequency of use of the resort by large groups of mentally handicapped holidaymakers) (7 articles), and the medical treatment of handicapped babies (5 articles).  In addition there were nine other articles on  miscellaneous topics.

The sample of articles was divided into two groups ‑ those features and editorials written by Guardian writers (21 articles covering 20.5 columns approximately) and those features and letters written by non‑Guardian writers (14 articles covering 6 columns approximately).  In fact the latter were mostly letters and feature articles written, in response to articles by Guardian writers, by people involved in services for people with mental handicaps.  

Descriptions of People with Mental Handicaps 

The ten most frequently used nouns/adjectives are listed, with their frequency of occurrence, in Table 1.

‑ Table 1 about here ‑

Table 1 provides evidence that the language used in the articles sampled, particularly those written by staff writers, to a large extent represents  people with mental handicaps as being "sick children".  This can be illustrated by looking in more detail at age‑related and health‑related representations.

In Table 1 four of the nouns/adjectives listed ‑ children, babies/infants, adults, girls ‑ carry clear connotations regarding the age of the person being described.  The total frequency of adult‑ and child‑related terms is compared in Table 2 with the actual frequency of adults and children in the British population of people with mental handicaps.

‑ Table 2 about here ‑ 

The difference between the observed and the expected frequencies is significant for all articles (  = 130.9, df=1, p 0.001), for those written by staff writers (  = 113.9, df=1, p 0.001) and for those written by non‑staff writers(  = 14.4, df=1, p 0.001). The newspaper articles represent people with mental handicaps as children rather than adults significantly more often than would be expected from the age distribution of the population of people with mental handicaps.  The point here is not whether the terminology being used is accurate ‑ clearly in writing a story about children with mental handicaps it is accurate to use the term "child" and inaccurate to use the term "adult".  Rather, the point is the degree to which the subjects of the stories are representative of the wider mentally handicapped population.

Similarly, with regard to health‑related representations, the frequency of "patients" can be compared with the frequency of terms which do not connote sickness ‑ people, children, babies/infants, residents, adults, daughters, girls.  These are compared in Table 3 with the proportions of people with severe mental handicaps who live in hospital and non‑hospital settings.

‑ Table 3 about here ‑

The difference between observed and expected frequencies is significant for all articles (  = 10.3, df=1, p 0.01), for articles by staff writers (  = 33.3, df=1, p 0.001), and, in the reverse direction, for articles by non‑staff writers (  = 16.2, df=1, p 0.001).  People with mental handicaps are represented by staff writers as patients significantly more often than would be expected from information about where this population actually lives.  Conversely they are represented by non‑staff writers as patients significantly less often than would be expected .

Inspection of Table 1 shows that the pattern of noun and adjective use was quite different in the two sub‑groups of articles.  As there has been considerable emphasis recently on the use of terminology that stresses the personhood of devalued groups the differential use of the term "people" was further investigated.  Table 4 shows the relative frequency of use of the term "people" in the two subsets of articles.

‑ Table 4 about here ‑

The term "people" was used significantly more frequently relative to other terms by non‑staff writers (  = 37.8, df = 1, p 0.001).  Inspection of the articles suggests that this was a result of non‑staff writers being more likely to use the term "mentally handicapped people" than "the mentally handicapped" and an increased use of "people" in a freestanding manner.

Juxtapositions with other client groups

All the articles were checked for mention of other socially devalued groups. 14 of the 35 articles had such references, in some articles more than one other group being mentioned.  The frequency of such juxtapositions was as shown in Table 5.

‑ Table 5 about here ‑

Table 5 suggests that juxtapositions with a wide range of other socially devalued groups take place relatively frequently, the most common being with people who are labelled mentally ill.  These juxtapositions only rarely represent confusions by the writer and, in some cases, represent attempts to clear up confusion in the mind of the naive reader. 

Discussion

It should be stressed that the above results reflect the articles published in one newspaper during one period of time, some years ago.  It would be inappropriate to assume that they are representative of newspaper articles in general or even of newspaper articles published in this particular newspaper.  It would also be inappropriate, however, to dismiss them as out of date since they appear broadly consistent with more recent studies such as that by Wertheimer (1988b).  These caveats notwithstanding, the results are of interest in their own right and appear consistent with normalisation‑based accounts of the social situation of people with mental handicaps.

The articles depicted people with mental handicaps as sick and/or as children to a degree which overrepresents the degree of sickness (as defined by where people live) and the proportion of children amongst the mentally handicapped population.  This was particularly the case in articles written by staff reporters.  Non‑staff writers did depict people with mental handicaps as children (though at a low level in absolute terms) but did not depict them as patients.  Further, the term "people" was used much more often by non‑staff writers.  To take this result to an extreme it could be said that staff writers represented people with mental handicaps as "sick children" whilst non‑staff writers represented the same group as "mentally handicapped people".  The newspaper appears then to cast people with mental handicaps into the devalued roles of "diseased organism" and "eternal child" in a manner consistent with Wolfensberger's (1972) analysis.

Confronted with such a conclusion the newspaper might argue that the terminology used was merely a reflection of the stories to be told e.g. National Development Team reports on conditions in hospitals, and medical treatment of handicapped babies.  While this remains an empirical question it seems significant that, despite having to consider the same topics, the terminology used by non‑staff writers was considerably different and stressed a different representation.  Clearly, then, the terminology used by staff writers was not entirely determined by the content of the stories.  The newspaper might further argue that its use of terminology, albeit potentially damaging, was consistent with usage in the Health and Social Services.  Similarly, this argument is weakened by the different terminology used by writers predominantly from these services.  It appears to be the case that the newspaper's use of terms is rather "behind the times".  Further, to reiterate the point made earlier, there are two senses in which the newspaper's stories might be regarded a un‑ or mis‑representative.  Firstly, they might use terminology, in describing a certain group of people e.g. those living in hospitals, which can be shown to be different from the terminology used  by others about the same group.  Secondly, they might focus on a  biased sample of the mentally handicapped population e.g. people living in hospitals rather than people living in the community.  There seems to be some evidence of both kinds of mis‑representation.

The results further show that, in  over a third of articles, other devalued groups were referred to, especially people with mental health problems.  This occurred both in articles by staff and non‑staff writers though the latter were sometimes attempts to clarify the distinction between the two groups.  This finding is consistent with Wolfensberger's (1972) account of the generality of attitudes towards different deviancies.  Wolfensberger argues that juxtaposition leads to the transfer of attitudes from one group to another ‑ thus features attributed to people with mental health problems will also be attributed to people with mental handicaps if the two groups are juxtaposed.  This has the interesting implication, bearing in mind the concept of the "naive reader", that an article which attempts to clarify the difference between, say, people with mental handicaps and people with mental health problems may have the opposite to its intended effect.

The analysis of newspaper content seems a fruitful approach to the problem of how people with mental handicaps are, and come to be, socially represented.  There are many obvious ways to extend the analysis.  Different newspapers tell different "stories", both in form and content.  A comparison of the representation of people with mental handicaps across different newspapers (e.g. "tabloids" vs "heavies") could prove fruitful.  Similarly, the analysis of change over time presents possibilities of relating social representations to changing policies.

Newspapers are not, however, an infallible marker or producer of social attitudes and behaviour.  There is a clear need for research to address the question of just how newspapers are, in the social sense of the term, constructed.  How do they relate to, modify or become modified by public opinion?  So far as people with mental handicaps are concerned it seems important to know whether the words are just "words" or the prelude to "sticks and stones". 
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Number of times used by:

Noun/Adjective
Staff writers
Non‑staff writers
In total

Handicapped/
107
64
171

Mentally Handicapped


Patients
84
1
85

People
32
42
74

Children
36
1
37

Babies/Infants
17
7
24

Residents
9
2
11

Malformed
8
0
8

Adults
6
1
7

Daughters
7
0
7

Girls
5
1
6

Table 1 The ten most frequently used nouns/adjectives


All
Staff writers
Non‑staff writers
Actual

Child
67
58
9
48,000

Adult
7
6
1
112,000

Table 2 Age‑related  Representations (population figures taken from Mittler, 1979)


All
Staff writers
Non‑staff writers
Actual

Patient
85
84
1
40,000

Non‑patient
166
112
54
120,000

Table 3 Health‑related Representations (population figures taken from Mittler, 1979)


People
Other terms
Other terms: People

Staff writers
32
279
8.7

Non‑staff writers
42
77
1.8

All writers
74
356
4.8

Table 4 Relative frequency of use of the term "people"

Client group
All
Staff
Non‑staff

Mentally ill
12
7
5

Elderly
4
3
1

Physically handicapped
2
2
0

Blind
2
2
0

Deaf
1
1
0

Alcoholics
1
1
0

Drug abusers
1
1
0

Table 5 Number of articles referring to other devalued groups

