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Fowers Untapped: Enhanclng Mass Media
Depletion of Mental Illnessa
Thomas E. Backer, Fh.D.

We often criticlze mass entertalnment media for thelr
inseneltive, lnaccurate portrayvals of human problems like
mental 1llness. Some of this oriticlsm is surely Justified.’
Network television stereotypes or ignorez mentally 111
people; feature fllms are & garden collection of crazed
killers and glamorous psychopaths.

Yet creative and positive uses of these awesome
communlicatlion tools also are taklng place today, coverlng an
inereasling range of l1lllneessesz and socletal difficulties.
Frogress 1s erratlc, to be sure, often enabled by commerclal
motivations, egos, passing trends, the glare of publiclty,
even by happy accldenta. 3ti1ll, some media executlives and
creative people are using television and film to tell
stories that comblne commercélal entertalnment with
awareness-bullding, education and even efforts to promote
pro-soclal behavior.

Those of us concerned with reduelng the stigma of
mental 1llness can l1gnore these efforts, but we would do so
unwisely. Lessons already have been learned about how to
perform the alchemy of blending social and commerclal
motives, lessons that for the most part have not yet been
applied to the tople of mental illness. My purpose here is
to crystallize a few of these lessons in the form of power
sources. These are ways "everybody can win" in the more
accurate and senslitive depletion of mentally 111 people and
their 1life aituations in TV shows and films, through
collaboprating wlth the mass medla rather than merely
criticlzling them, and through an understanding of how the
mass entertalnment media actually work.

This focus on the practicalitlies of collaboration does
not mean lgnoring the research on publle concern about the
hurtful sterectypes and negative images. I make no pretense
that uslng these power sources is the only solution, or that
their use will obliterate the tragedy of stigma that impacts
on all mentally 111 people and their families. But there i=s
already evidence from other uses that these apprcaches can
make a difference in increasing human understanding, and
sometimes even 1In stimulating action. They are here today,
and they can be used today 1f we build partnerships with our
colleagues in the medla, and amongst ourselves, to do so.
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A 3mall Collection of Trimtabs

Concentrating on how we can use these power sources 1s
worthwhile, in part because they are relatively inexpensive
and don't require major structural changes to work. They
are what Buckminister Fuller calls "trimtabs"--the small
salls that direct the wind onto the main sails of a ship and
thus guide 1it. Disproportionate leverage i8 the result. To
11lustrate the kinds of action I'm talking about, I'll cite
a few examples, concentrating on entertainment television
programming of the last five years. Many of these will be
familiar to you; a few may be new.

Adam, a TV movie about mlssing children, actually
caused missing children to be found by broadeasting theip
pletures at the end of the show. This in turn started a
national trend with missing children plctured on the air,
and even on milk cartons and grocery sacks ("Toppling the
Last Taboo, 1984),

The Day After made 1its points about nuclear war to the
largest audience ever to see a TV movie, over 100 million
people. Educational materilals to assist viewers in reacting
to the show were distributed nationwide. A network news
analysis show immediately feollowed the broadecast, and the
Fllm became a world-wide medls event whose far-reaching
impacts on attitudes and beliefs are still belng studied by
goclal sclentista (Schofield & Pavelechak, 1085},

Something About Amelia, at 1its broadeast the 12th-
hlghesthratEdET? movie ever, almost by 1tself raised
national conscousness on the subject of incest ("Toppling
the Last Taboo," 1984). Mental health groups all over the
country coordinated both television and live community
events in conjunction with the show, and the ripple effects
of these are stlll belng felt.

Such asuccesaful "movies of the week" have caused all
three television netweorks to deslgnate executives or entire
departments to handle these "sceclal issue" films, or
"docudramas ," which are partilcular favorites with local
affiliate stations because of the community goocdwlll they
can generate.

Diff'rent Strokes, a popular situation comedy, alred an
eplsode about child sexual abuse, managlng to treat a
delicate subject with compassion and even with humor--and
causing another storm of national publiecity on this long-
buried subject.
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Sexual Abuse of Chilldren: Beyond the Secret, a Home Box
Office cable television documentary, provided publle educa-
tion through 1ts interviews with professionals, vietims, and
even the sexual abusers themselves. It generated more than
16,000 telephone calls to a child sexual abuse hotline
immedlately after the show.

David Jacobs, the executlve producter of Knots L&ndin%
and other popular network shows, two years ago decreed tha
no actor on his shows will get 1nto a car wlthout being
shown on-camera fastenlng the seat belt before pulllng away.
Tens of milllons of people get this reinforcing message
every week, and not 1n a public service announcement they
may "tune out." (Jacobs received an award from the
Department of Transzportation for thils, glven him by
President Reagan.)

An eplsode of a short-lived TV series, Mr. Merlin,
about children's feara of belng in the hospltal, was
coordinated with publication of an issue of Junior
Scholastie on the same subject, distributed To millions of
achoolchlildren. The program won awards from the PTA and
other groups for providing educatlon on this emotlon-laden
tople parents often fear to dilscuss.

Michelle Lee, star of Knots Landing, became nationally
agtive in the drug abuse field, partly because of her
character's drug problem that was & storyline on the show.
She insists that her character wlll noct be shown taklng a
drink on camera--"I'1l1 have a diet soda"™ 1s her line
instead--and because she 1s a star, no one has argued wlth
her about this.

The Caucus for Producers, Writers and Directors, a
powerful group of senlor creatlive people in television,
Wwrote a memo in 1983 called "We've Done Some Thinking,"
urging their membershlp to cut down on the amount of alechol
drinking shown on TV. The memo ultimately was distrilbuted
to thousands of creatlve pecple 1in Hollywood. A follow-up
study showed that there was a considerable decraase In
drinking behavicor dlisplayed on 22 key hours of primetime
television programming {(Caucus for Producers, Wrilters and
Directors, 1985).

And There Were Times Dear, a dramatic film about
M zhelmar's dlaease, was created by Linda Hope and Nancy
Malone (wilth financlal support from many medla figures,
ineluding Linda's father Bob) apecifieally for use in fund=-
raising regarding thias disorder. The film will later be
gold to cable televislon and to forelgn markets to recoup
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its financial investment. The first fund-ralser generated
$40,000 for the Rhode Island Alzheimer's Disease and Related
Disorders Assoclation; to start the Rita Hayworth Crisils
Intervention Center (Connelly, 1985: Archerd, 1985).

A TV movie about AIDS, An Early Frost, was broadecast in
tandem with efforts by AIDS education projects in major
cltles to facllitate "Early Frost Parties." People met in
private homes to watch the show and discuss it afterwards.
The distlinctive feature: the "partles" deliberately mixed
gays and stralights to promote dialogue sbout attitudes and
beliefa in both directions.

There are many more examples that could be gilven, of
course. The several Kinds of mass medias evente just clted
here have become almost commonplace, with well-tested
strategles such as informational booklets, 800 telephone
numbera, medla kits, and local or even national news and
information shows presenting professional or consumer
oplnions about the tople of the entertainment event. (I'm
not even ilncluding here all the &pecilal news and information
segments not connected with some entertalnment shows,
appearing on everything from The Today Show to Phil Donahue
to the b o'elock evening news,} From these experliences come
a wealth of ideas and techniques that could be applied to
the subject of mental 1illness, I'm going to discuss just
five of them.

The FPower Sources

Power Source No. 1l: Community-based Fublie Information
Campalgnas fTor Television Movies

TV movies have become common ground for covering sccilal
problems, what programmers refer to sarcastically as the
"dilsease-of -the-week" trend. Networks, local TV stations
and producers are lncreasingly interested in developing
public informatlion campalgns to accompany these programs
because they result in free publiecity, goodwlll--and most
lmportantly, in higher ratings. O0Often the media reach out
to human service professionals to help coordinate community
meetings, develop informational materials, arrange for an
800-number hotline to permit viewer followup, and partici-
pate in news and information programs that expand on the
subject of the dramatic story (see Backer, 1985a and Backer,
1983 for a fuller discussion of these activities),

Power Source No. 2: Executlve Producers and Senlor Creative
People in the Mass Medla

Shows like DIff'rent Strokes have addressed =ocial
lssues mainly because thelr creators are people like Norman
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Lear who have achleved the enormous power of commerclal
success and want to put it to certaln scoclal usea, HNorman
Leap's staff has actually kept a listing of the social
issues covered on hls shows, whlch now runs some four pages.
David Jacobs can dictate many things about the content of
Knot's Landing because he 1s the producer of a top-20 show.

The intervention, of course, has to be low-cost and
relatively non-intrusive, but many 1ssues can be covered in
ways analogous to the seat belt example., The cruclal vari-
able here 1s the staggering power of repetition--messages
delivered week after week to 30 or 40 million people. And
the messages are delivered by famlliar faces in the context
of entertalnment--somethlng even commerclal sponscors, wlth
all thelr millions in ad budgets, can only partly duplicate.

Power Source No. 3: The Celebrity Performer

Iff Michelle Lee refuses to drink alechel on the alr, no
one will insist she do so. A& star-producer like Bill Cosby
has even greater power to set what does or does not happen
on his show. Sometimes performers can even dictate the maln
content of an eplsodiec show or a TV movie if they believe
strongly enough 1n & particular topic to fight to get in on
the air. Moreover, performers, or other public flgures such
ag First Ladies Rosalynn Carter or Betty Ford, c¢an be 1deal
cholces as national spokespersons for a cause, helplng to
galvanlze media attentlon in one place.

Power Source Mo, 4: Associations of Media Profesaionals

Small, powerful groups such as the Caucus or the
Allianece of Motion Pleture and Televlslion Producers can
throw conslderable influence behind a glven cause, and of
course influence thelr individual members as well. The
Alliance, for example, recently sponscored a major fund-
raising event for media education of the public about drug
abuse, and also 1s heavlly inveolved in efforta to combat
augatance abuse within the entertalnment industry (Backer,
1985b}.

Power Source MHo. 5: Mass Medla Fund-Ralsers

The most obvious recent examples of media impact on
human problems weren't even mentloned previously--the Live
Aid concert and "We Are the World" album and music video.
These are actually not new traditions--during World War II,
artists from Kate Emith to Vliadimlir Horowltz used thelr
performing skills to ralse milliona of dollars in war bonds,
What's new is the staggering power of modern high technology
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to get many millions of people involved simultanecusly--Live
Ald focused more mlnds and splrits on A human issus than any
other event 1in history.

The Issue of Mental Illness

Use of these power sources to reduce the stigma of
mental 1llness; to educate the publie, or to ralse funds for
mental health research and treatment, has been very limited.
Mental illnesa 1s atill an issue "in the closet," but =so
were most of the lssues mentioned previocusly--just a couple
of wyears ago. Now that effective natisnal leadership 1is
emerging to fight atigma and improve the quality of life for
mentally 11l people and their families, we urgently need to
look &t what has already been achleved in the mass media
regarding these other human problem areas.

It 1s clear that we still have far to go. It 18 unde-
niable that the mass media are a hugely important channel of
information and understanding about mental i1llness for the
publie. Television, in faect, 1s the single most significant
information source on the subject for the average American,
But 1t 18 equally undeniable that televislon and film
typleally portray mentally 111 people in astereotyped, inac-
curate ways, often depiecting them as violent, uncontrollable
and hopeless flgures. PFamlly issues, the rehabilitation of
mentally 11l people, and the current research on the causes
and cures of the illness are largely ignored (Byrd & Pipes,
1981; Byrd, HeDaniel & Rhoden, 1980; Winick, 1978: Gerbner,
Morgan & Slgnorelli, 1982).

For example, CBS recently telecast Murder by Reason of
Insanity, a TV movie that perpetuated the Earmfui myth That
all mentally 1ll people are violent. Its depiction of the
notorlous Berwld case in New Jersey doubtless left many 1in
the audlence ready to bolt thelr doors against insane
killers llke Adam Berwid, who was released erronecusly from
a mental hospital and promptly murdered his wife. Apparently
no technleal consultation was sought about the issues of
stilgma and accurate portrayal before the program was
completed, and no modifications were made in the show
despite members of the National Alliance for Mentally I11
writing many letters to CBS regarding this broadeast,
Interestingly, though, the network did insert a viewer
advisory about the lack of connectién between mental illness
and vioclence at several points during the broadcast. It
also sent a representative to a subsequent meeting of a New
York AMI chapter, and also has expressed an interest 1in
producing a movie-of-the-week that is more sensitive about
the lssues of family concern with mental illness,
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Some other signs of progress are on the horizon. For
savepral menths I had been eonsulting with the Alan Landsburg
Company and NBC Television on the production of a TV movie,
72 Hours. The central figures of thils story are a mother
and father who struggle with accepting thelr son's mental
111lness and with finding out how to help him and themselves.
At the elimax of the story, they vislt a famlly support
group, and learn for the first time that they are not alone,

We hope this film will, for the first time, portray
sensltively what happens to a famlly when severe mental
1l1lness strikes. The producers and writers of this TV movie
have been scrupulous in seeking consultation on 1ssues of
stigma as well as on technical matters such as the slde
effects of antipsychotlc medications. FPresently we are
hoping for active collaboratlion with the National Allilance
for the Mentally Ill in developlng a comprehensive public
information campalgn to mccompany the broadcast of T2 Hours
next May.

Further, MAMI has recently initlated a natlonal medla
watch through 1ts Public Awareness Antl-Stlgma Commlttee,
chaired by Dr. Davis Pollock. This committee, like several
media wateh efforts cocordinated by ex-patient groups, looks
carefully at portrayals of mentally 111 people in the mass
media. Medla watch "kits" have been sent to the more than
500 local chapters of the organization, for their use in
monitoring loecal television aa well as national medla.

Using the Power Sources

Applylng the five power sources I've mentlioned, and the
many specific examples of how the mass media have treated
other human issues, to the tople of mental 1llness, wlll
take some coordinated actlion. I can only touch here on a
few of the many rescurces and experiences avallable, More
than half a hundred televislon movles have been broadcast on
various human problems, and many other mass media presenta-
tions offer good ldeas for us to consider. My own initial
suggestions come in the form of one apecific recommendation
for action and three more general "rules" about workling with
the masg media,

The recommendation is to brlng together, for a
conference with mental health professlicnals and representa-
tives of family and ex-patient groups, those who've been
involved in innovative collaboratlion with the media
regarding other human problems. The media professionals,
social sclentista, health care professlionals, and consumers
who've helped to create what happened wilth Something About
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Amelia or The Day After or An Early Frost, just to name a
few, can teach us much abouf how to do things right where
mental 1llness 1is concerned. That will surely include
learning from the mletakes made 1n thess other areas. The
result of such a conference might be a national media
management program somewhat similar to what groups such as
the Entertalinment Industrles Councll or the Natilonal Council
for Famllies and Televlslion have been doling 1in the substance
abuse area--that 1s, an ongoing program of activities rathep
than "one shot" efforts tied to a particular TV program or
film. Exlsting media efforts such as that of NAMI might he
an ideal home base for such an ongoing program.

In coordinating these activities, the most important
rule to remember is that our interventions are likeliest to
work when we can sheow clearly that delivering a certain
message also Wwill get higher ratlngs or help sell more
tlckets at the box office. We have to be sure our efforts
to de-stigmatize mental illness enhance {or, at the very
least, don't retard) the commercial purposes of the mass
medlia. We might refer to thils as the "ride the horse in the
direction i1tz already going in" rule,

Now thils may seem obvlous, but too often energles are
wasted by well-meaning people who lobby for the media to do
things that are "non-commercial ," to put out messages in a
preachy or academic way, to force-feed hard truths to an
audlence used to having everything softened. Such disregard
for the reality of television as an entertalnment medium 1is
self-defeating for two reasons: (1) If nobody watches your
program, it doesn't matter how good or important its message
is; (2) If it looks like nobody will watch 1t, it simply
won't get on the air on commercial television. "Riding the
horse" means acknowledging the reality.

The second rule 1s "know your friends." Thers 1a &
small cadre of executives and ereative pecple working in the
mass media who do have soelal consciences, and who appear
time and agaln when there are media-related conferences or
events on any human lssue, whether it be mental illness,
AIDS, or care for the elderly. Finding out who these people
are and getting at least some of them invelved in the cause
of de-stlgmatizing mental 1llness will help lend power and
credibllity to the cause, Both formal and informal contact
can help--meetings with powerful producers or celebrities,
asklng for help on given projects, developing ongolng
collaboration wilth those who have an interest in the subject
and are willing to give 1t a part of their lives.
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For example, in 1984 the National Inztitute of Mental
Health funded a confeéerence on mass medla depletion of mental
1llnese and its rule 1In defusing stigma (Baker, in
press[bl). Several people in the room today were partici-
pants 1in that conference. When deciding whom to invite to
thils meeting, I gquickly came upon many of the same names
I've been working wilth for years on issues of substance
abuse, physical disabllity, and the elderly. In reviewlng
who came through with contacts, assistance and their own
personal particlpation, it was clear that the majority were
"the falthful," the media professionals who had previoualy
demonstrated thelr commitment to human issues,

These people in turn ecan place us in contact with other
medla professionals and organizatlons, which brings us to
the third rule, "use the power of personal contacta and
networklng."” Maklng the telephone call to the right person
1s, we all know, the shortest distance to getting almost any
problem solved. In many casea, the value of personal
contacts i1s in belng able to gulekly find out who 1s the
right person to contact, and sometimes to have a verbal
"letter of introduction" as well. Often such rapid eontact
1s essential in the fast-moving world of the media--
otherwise your letter may get anawered after the progsram has
already aired, or some other opportunity has already passed.

And as all good networkers know, part of the secret to
networking 1s to reciprocate, We professionals and eitizen-
advocates must make ocurselves available for technical
consaultation and information-sharing with our media
colleagues. Defensiveness or hostility helps no one.
Collaboration and sharing bullds bridges that ean be used
later when they're needed. Recognition through awards and
nonors helps in that process too. NAMI recently has
initlated a media award, for example, and there 1is plenty of
room for other mental health organlzations to do the same.

And the Future?

Since & lot of the traill-blazing has already been done ,
we have In front of us a remarkable opportunity now to
develor and carry out an ongolng, collaborative campalgn
with the mass media to reduce the stigma of mental illness
and to lncrease positive community acticn for providing
support to mentally 111 people and thelr families. It seems
clear that mental illness 1z another "disease-of-the-week"
toplec that will recelve increased exposure on television in
the next year or so, perhaps with some increased treatment
in Teature films as well. Our choice 1z to fight or ignore
this trend, or to ride with it and try to influence the
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outcome In a poslitive way, Drawlpng together what we've
learned from other soclal 1lssue areas wlll certalnly help In
thils task.

And there are opportunities comlng up through techno-
loglcal developments as well. Cable television, satellite
TV and videocassettes offer extraordlinary chances for
tailoring messages about mental 1llness to fit particular
audiences. The Hospital Satellite Network, for example, can
reach tens of thousands of people through targeted broad-
casts to 200 heospltals throughout the U.S.3 local audlences
can be brought together in the conference rooms or audltor-
lums of the Network's hospltals. Videocassettes such as
Strong Klds, Safe Kids utllize commercial entertainment
technligques (stars such 85 Henry Winkler, state-of-the-art
computer graphles, ete.) to provide educatlonal messages
about child sexual abuse. At UCLA we worked with NAMI on a
videocagsette about services for families of the mentally
111, Iiving on the EdEEi which 18 now belng seen all over
the world., We are developing more videos on related
aubjecta. Cable televlslon provides many chances for both
local and national programming, some of 1t 1lmportant
educational material that would seldom be commissloned for
commeérclal broadeast television.

We know that the mass medla influences attlitudes,
bellefs, and behaviors, perhaps as effectively as any
learning tool on earth. We know that television 1s the
single most important source of information on mental
ilinesza for the average American. And we know [rom
decades of soclal psychologlcal research how we can use the
media to Influence opinleon and action. What we who care
about mental 1llness and 1ta stigme lack: 18 full access to
the mass media teols. The power sources suggested here are
ways to lnecrease that access. Using these power scurces
won't cause the negative Images of mental i1illness to
disappear, of course, or promote all the needed action, but
tapping inte these media ‘powers can make a difference in
reduclng stigma and enhancing quality of 1life for mentally
111 people and their families.
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