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Background: Opening Minds 

Mental Health Commission of Canada created in 
2007 

 

 Anti-stigma initiative of the MHCC launched 2009 

 

 Four key target groups:  

 
Healthcare providers  

Youth  

Workforce  

News media 

 



An organic process: How our news media work began 



… Which lead us to Canadian research  
 
• In 2009, there was a lack of research on the Canadian media 

 

• International research showed media coverage of mental illness tended to be 
negatively-framed 

 
• Negative news adversely influences public opinion, public policy  
• Negative news also increases stigma experienced by people living with mental health issues 

 

• MHCC created and funded a national research project in 2010 to gain data on 
state of journalism in Canada 

 



The Media Monitoring Research Study in Canada  

• GOAL: to systematically and longitudinally assess tone and content of articles about 
mental illness and people with mental illness in the media 

 

• Funded Jan 2010- April 2018 (with retrospective analysis to 2005) 

 

• Involves systematically collecting, reading and coding news stories about mental 
illness: 

• Newspapers (<20 of the most popular in Canada) 

• TV clips (CBC Toronto) 



Primary Coding Questions for each story:  
 

 Is the overall tone optimistic/positive about mental health? 

 Is recovery/rehabilitation a significant theme? 

 Is the story stigmatizing in tone and/or content? 

 Is danger, violence or criminality linked negatively to mental illness? 

 Is shortage of resources or poor quality of care a theme? 

 Are people with mental illness quoted in the text either directly or paraphrased? 

 Are mental health experts quoted in the text, either directly or paraphrased? 

 



Other MHCC activities for News Media 2010 – present: 
• Additional Journalism School Symposia:  

• Includes a Canadian Media Researcher 

• Well respected national journalist 

• AND People with Lived experience – “Contact-based Education”  

• This is now an online interactive program for journalism students 



Michael Kimber: journalism student, PWLE 



Outreach to Working Journalists  
providers, the Workforce and News Media 

 



Mindset: Indigenous Populations  



Mindset Distribution  



Mindset Distribution  



Media Monitoring Study  

After reviewing 25,000 newspaper articles: 

• 46.7 % tie violence and danger to mental illness 

• 73.5 % did not quote a mental health expert 

• 80.6 % did not quote a PWLE 

• 19.7 % of articles were positive in tone 

• 15.5% had recovery as a theme 

• 27.4 % discussed shortage of resources 

• 77.3% did NOT discuss treatment 

• 28.5 % stigmatizing in tone 

 



Comparison of newspaper measurements before and after the launch of MHCC 

MHCC 
Total 
(N) 

Positive 
tone 
(%) 

Recovery 
as a 

theme 
(%) 

Stigmatizing 
in content 

(%) 

Danger 
linked to 
mental 

illness (%) 

Shortage of 
resource as 
a theme (%) 

Expert 
quoted 

(%) 

PWMI 
quote
d (%) 

Intervention 
discussed  

(%) 

Before 3374 17.1 14.0 34.0 35.1 15.8 23.2 17.0 16.7 

After 21196 21.5 15.2 27.0 48.9 32.0 26.9 20.1 21.2 

P -- <0.001 0.116 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 

MHCC = Mental Health Commission of Canada; PWMI = People with mental illness 

Newspaper 



Conclusion 

• Media coverage of mental illness has improved significantly since 2005 

• Research article suggests this could be due – at least in part – to the activities of 
the MHCC  

Results are promising: 

• NEWS MEDIA PI is hopeful we may have turned a corner 

• He has published many articles  

• Of note: news stories after Robyn Williams suicide show a change in the tone 
and an improvement in the kind of coverage 

• Good model for any country to follow, to evaluate news coverage 

 



Questions? Comments?  



Thank you   

 Contact us: openingminds@mentalhealthcommission.ca 

 Visit: www.mentalhealthcommission.ca   

mailto:openingminds@mentalhealthcommission.ca
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/

