














Positive portrayals

An encouraging number of storylines about mental
health problems made attempts to normalise them,
and present them as one of a number of challenges that
people face in their everyday lives. These storylines
explore how characters manage their illnesses, and
show them living productive and valued lives.

A good example of such a character is Rae Earl from

the E4 comedy drama My Mad Fat Diary. Her journey of
recovery from her mental health problems and body image
issues inspired Time to Change supporters to comment:
“She fell in love, and fell out with people, like anyone else”
and that she was "a completely normal teenager... with
mental health issues".

48% of respondents who had seen a storyline in a soap or
drama involving a character with a mental health problem
said it changed their opinion about the kind of people
who can develop mental health problems. 57% said that
characters with mental health problems are likeable.

Stuart Blackburn, producer of Coronation Street said:

“A particular challenge we faced with Steve and his
depression is the audience’s fear that the Steve they
loved is gone for good. What viewers love about him
primarily is the comedy - he's affable, hapless Steve, the
bloke next door. But I've told the writers his DNA hasn't
changed. His head might be taking a battering at the
moment, but he still has the same wit, still has good days
and bad days. And you can't rush the story. We've got to

STATISTICS

> 25% of those surveyed who had personally
experienced a mental health problem were
encouraged to seek professional help after seeing
a character with similar issues.

> 25% of those surveyed who know someone with a
mental health problem felt prompted to contact a
loved one, friend or colleague who has a mental health
problem after seeing a storyline on the issue on TV.

> 12% of those surveyed who have experienced
a mental health problem or know someone who
has were prompted to call a helpline following
the programme. This behaviour was much more

pronounced among men (20%) than women (8%).
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find a way to tell the truth about this, warts and all, AND
entertain the audience.”

Rebecca Front, who starred in The Thick of It said: “As an
actress, if the character has any kind of health problem -
mental or physical - you have to research it thoroughly.

It's incredibly important to get it right, and a bit insulting
to people who have that condition if you don't. | think there
are more open discussions in life as well as in drama about
the widespread nature of mental health issues, and the fact
that you can be a fully functioning member of society while
still dealing with a problem within yourself.”

Bryan Kirkwood, Executive Producer of
Hollyoaks said:

We felt it was a really important
message for Cindy’s character
to suffer from mental health
problems because she is
someone who ‘has it all'. She is
a popular, vivacious character,
a loving mum with a supportive
family and we wanted to show
that mental health issues can
affect anyone at any time
without warning.
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Impact on the publie

Soaps and dramas are having an important impact

on wider public debate about mental health problems.
Over half (54%) of respondents who recall seeing a
character with mental health problems on TV say that
this helped to improve their understanding of such
problems, and nearly a third (31%) say that it actively
inspired them to start a conversation about the
storyline with friends, family or colleagues.

Dual-screen behaviour is also becoming more common
with viewers actively engaged in the soap or drama by

live tweeting or posting on Facebook throughout the
programme. 15% of respondents had talked about a
mental health storyline on social media. Talking about
mental health plotlines online provides an opportunity for
people to speak about how the issues raised relate to their
own lives and to share this with a much wider community.

A guarter of respondents who have a loved one, friend or
colleague with a mental health problem felt prompted to
contact that person after seeing a mental health storyline
on TV. Interestingly, men appear more persuaded to do
this than women; 35% vs 20%.

Among all those respondents who have personally
experienced a mental health problem, a quarter said that
seeing a character with similar issues encouraged them
to seek professional help or support for their own mental
health (e.g. from a GP, psychiatrist or counsellor).

The Steve McDonald storyline has been welcomed by
viewers who support Time to Change, with one person
commenting: “l hope it encourages more men to talk
about their feelings, and | also like how he thought for
weeks it was just the blues, and his doctor diagnosed
depression. | hope it encourages people who do feel low
to talk about how they feel. And makes people who don't
understand depression more aware of what depression
can do to a person.”

Just over one in ten (12%) respondents with mental health
problems themselves, or who have friends or family
experiencing these problems, were prompted to call a
helpline following the programme. This behaviour was also
more pronounced among men (20%) than women (8%).

Bryan Kirkwood, Executive Producer of Hollyoaks said:
“At Hollyoaks we are very aware that mental health
problems will have affected a lot of our audience in
some way and when we cover stories like Jason's Body
Dysmorphia or Blessing's self-harm it is about making
the audience feel that they are not alone, that they have
a friend. For our younger skewed audience if they are
struggling to confide in their peers we can help to guide
them in that direction through our online support that
runs alongside the issue storylines that Hollyoaks has
made central to the show.”

Stuart Blackburn, producer of Coronation Street:

You hope a show like Corrie can genuinely make a difference to
tens if not hundreds of thousands of people, who'll be watching with
different eyes or thinking ‘Maybe | should go to the doctor’.
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let's end mental health discrimination

Conclusions

* There are encouraging signs that we are moving away from outdated
‘'mad and bad’ stereotypes in TV drama and moving towards more
authentic, sympathetic and complex characters.

*New storylines that address stigma and false accusations show that TV

writers are acutely aware of social debates about mental health prejudice
and discrimination and are keen to reflect people’s real experiences.

* There are still some overly simplistic portrayals of mental health problems
and misinformation about medication.

e Viewers take direct action as a result of watching drama about mental health,
from discussing storylines with friends and family to seeking medical help.

A Time to Change supporter said: ¥
If it's a realistic drama | feel identified and better with ’ ;
myself to keep fighting the problem. If it's ridiculous S—
| feel angry and speak about it with others to help I 4
them understand that's not close to reality.
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Time to Change Media Advisory Service

Time to Change is England’s most ambitious programme to end the discrimination faced by people with mental
health problems. It is led by the mental health charities Mind and Rethink Mental lliness. Through our free Media
Advisory Service we offer support to drama researchers, writers and producers to help achieve realistic and
sensitive portrayals through their work.

What we can offer:

* Consultation and advice including fact-checking and research.

* Background information about symptoms, treatments and tips for fictional portrayals.

* A script-checking service for drama and soaps.

* Advice on tone and language.

e Contact with media volunteers to advise on scripts or provide consultation for programme-makers.

www.time-to-change.org.uk/media-advice
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