Media portrayal of psychosis in Sinhalese newspapers over
two points (1986 and 2011) in time

P Wickrama

Stigma affects patients with mental illness, their
families and treatment providers. The way in which
the media portray mental illness often propagates
stigma. This area has not been studied in Sri Lanka.

To evaluate the coverage of mental iliness (psychosis)
in Sinhalese newspapers during two periods in time.

Relevant articles were identified using pre-identified
search terms from two major daily Sinhalese news-
papers published over 8 weeks in 1986 and 2011.
Selected articles were categorised based on whether
they were directly related to psychosis or used search
terms as adjectives. The content of articles directly
related to psychosis were analysed under six themes
and rated for two key messages.

Out of 180 articles identified, 99 were directly related
to psychosis and 81 used the search terms as
adjectives. There were only 9 medical news reports.

Introduction

Schizophrenia is associated with significant stigma,
which may lead to labelling, stereotyping, segregation
and discrimination. An ever-increasing body of literature
suggests that mental health literacy among public is
meagre and that there is a close connection between this
and stigma related to mental health (1). The media is a
major source of information, which shapes public
understanding of mental illness. Media reporting
influences the policy decisions of a society (2). When
the media portrays a group in a negative light, it is likely
to propagate prejudice and discrimination against that
group (3). Many authors have researched the depiction
of mental illness by the media and the manner in which it
contributes to stigma towards mental illness. Recent
research on mental illness and the media indicates that
research interest in this area, particularly with regards to
newspaper reporting, is growing (4). While most of these
studies considered mental illness in general (2-4), some
studies have focused on specific illnesses such as
schizophrenia and psychosis (5, 6). General findings
suggest that newspapers report on mental illness or

Of the directly related articles, 27% discussed the
theme of psychotic patients being dangerous and 21%
discussed the causation of illness, mostly high-
lighting the environmental factors. While 32%
articles discussed treatment, biological forms of
treatment were rarely discussed. The only difference
between the two periods was the reduction of
advocacy articles in 2011. A limited number of
articles discussed prevention or the importance of
an exact diagnosis. Only 15% of articles carried the
message that mental illness is treatable, while 56%
of articles portrayed mental health negatively.

There was no evidence of improvement in reporting
of psychosis in Sinhalese newspapers over the last
25 years. Addressing this would help in reducing
stigma associated with psychiatric illness.

Newspaper reporting, schizophrenia, Sri
Lanka, stigma, mental illness
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schizophrenia in a negative manner, using pejorative
terms and associating mental illness with dangerousness
(5,7-9). The term schizophrenia is commonly used as a
metaphor (9). When international data on news coverage
during the two study periods were compared, the findings
were mixed. While some studies reported an improvement
of reporting across time — for example, depiction of
causation using a biomedical model and highlighting of
aspects such as recovery from illness — other studies
failed to show such positive change (2, 11, 12).There is
no published data on depiction of schizophrenia or
psychosis in Sri Lanka.

Methods

A descriptive study was done on Sinhalese newspaper
articles on psychosis. Sinhalese newspapers were
selected as they have the widest coverage in Sri Lanka.
‘Dinamina’ and ‘Diwaina’, the only two broadsheet daily
Sinhalese newspapers with weekend editions which have
been published continuously over the past twenty-five
years, were selected for the study. Publications over a
period of eight weeks in November/ December 2011 and
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publications over same period in 1986 were read to identify
relevant articles (244 newspapers).

The notion of psychosis was chosen over schizophrenia
as the Sinhalese term for schizophrenia (Bhinnonmadaya)
was coined recently and the illness is not a popular concept
in the language. Term ‘psychosis’ was defined as per
Oxford dictionary: A severe mental disorder in which
thought and emotions are so impaired that contact is
lost with external reality. This definition was used for
this study. Search terms corresponding to psychosis in
the Sinhalese language were identified by referring to a
pilot study done in 2006 (13), and by discussing with an
expert in the Sinhalese language, after reading 25
newspapers. Colloquial terms as well as any term or
institution directly related to treatment of psychosis were
included in the search terms. The umbrella term
“manasika roga” (mental illness) was also considered
as denoting psychosis in the Sinhalese language.
Selected newspapers were manually scanned for articles
containing search terms. Selected articles were again
discussed with the expert to exclude articles which used
search terms not pertaining to psychosis.

The selected articles were categorised according to four
criteria; date, newspaper, page of appearance and type.

The term

Manasika roga/ Vyada/ Manasika Rohala
(0m&m 60iB/o5K)

Umathu/ Unmaththaka (e /cadson)
Pissek/ Pissu/ Pissan kotuwa (8&can/86aq)
Manasika Abada (@28 ¢0D)

Saikosiava/ Binnonmadaya (6@6m8m8/6a6maeice)
Sihiya mada(88® ©c)

Sihiya wikal (860 da@)

Viyaru (8act)

Vikara (&mn0)

Sanni Unmada (62 @)

Olmada (®@®x)

Mole Amaru (6@08 g®)t)

Unmada (c3®x)

Mole Asaneepa (68668 go&5)

Maniawa (698@8)

Oluwa Awul (2e® g8e)

Oluwa Upset (@@® go6@d)

Those reports were studied to see whether they were
directly related to psychosis or used the term related to
psychosis to describe another person or action. The
latter was considered as adjective forms. The contents
of articles directly related to psychosis were analysed
and coded thematically by the main investigator. The
themes were dangerousness, causation, treatment,
advocacy, prevention and diagnosis. Finally articles that
directly related to psychosis were rated by two trainees
in psychiatry two key messages; mental illnesses are
treatable and people with mental illness can lead
worthwhile lives. These two raters were trained by the
main investigator, using 25 articles, till the inter-coder
reliability achieved a kappa value of 0.9. The final inter-
coder reliability was 0.75 for the first message and 0.81
for second. Any discordant articles were rated by the
main investigator.

Data was analysed using SPSS version 20. Ethical
clearance was obtained from the ethics committee of
General Hospital, Trincomalee.

Results

17 search terms were identified corresponding to
psychosis in Sinhalese language (Table 1).

Percentage of articles
using terms directly
related to psychosis

Percentage of
articles using terms
in adjective form

02.85% 42.22%
17.14% 17.77%
64.76% 16.66%
01.90% 07.77%
- 04.44%
- 03.33%
03.80% 02.22%
02.85% -
- 01.11%
- 01.11%
01.90% 01.11%
00.95% 01.11%
- 01.11%
00.95% -
00.95% -
00.95% -
00.95% -
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Based on the search terms. 217 articles were identified in
the two newspapers over the study period. Out of these,
27 articles were excluded as the term was not used in
relation mental illness; for example: “Oya Rassawen
aswechcha eka pissu wedak” (8m cemode geoddd So
Bag eme) (It is crazy that you quit the job). Here the
term “pissu” (8a¥@ — crazy) is used with a meaning of
irrationality, not psychosis. In 180 articles the term was
used to indicate illness and these were included in the
study. Of these, 99 articles were directly related to
psychosis and in 81 articles the terms were used as
adjectives or adverbs (Figure 1).

In 81 articles the search terms were used as adjectives.
For example: “lye ohu usaviyedi pisseku wage
kagahuwa” (oo @8 cenBodt Belome 06 omad) yesterday
he shouted in the courts like a lunatic). Here the term
“pisseku” (Beloem-lunatic), a term meaning psychosis,
is used as an adverb and is considered as adjective use.
This is in contrast to “lye usawiyedi pisseku kagahuwa”
(o0 evBoct Baloom miead — a lunatic shouted in the
courts yesterday) where the term directly describes the
action of a person with psychosis.

Adjective forms appeared in 34 articles in 1986 (0.28 per
paper) and 47 articles in 2011 (0.38 per paper). There
was no significant difference in the numbers of articles
in adjective forms between years or between two papers.
The most frequently used term in adjective form was the
colloquial term “pissesk” (65%) followed by the term
“unmaththaka” (17%) (Table 1). This adjective use
mostly appeared in fiction (n=27) followed by opinions/
letters to editor (n=18), general news reports (n=13),

biographies (n=12) and editorials (h=3). The adjective
forms almost always conveyed a negative meaning —
mostly irrationality or dangerousness.

In 99 articles the search terms were directly related to
psychosis, 56 in the year 1986 (0.46 articles per paper)
and 43 in 2011 (0.35 per paper). There was no significant
difference between the numbers of selected articles per
paper between the two years. Articles were mostly general
news reports (n=36) followed by opinions or letters to
the editor (n=20), legal reports (n=13), fiction (n=10) and
editorials (n=3). One editorial discussed the inadequacy
of mental health services of the country, another
discussed a homicide at the mental hospital, Angoda
and third highlighted ragging in universities, claiming
that offenders were suffering from psychosis. There were
9 health reports explaining the illness, 4 of them giving
ayurvedic explanations. Only 5 carried the opinion of a
psychiatrist/ western health professional and all of these
were regarding advocacy aspects and none provided
explanations regarding psychiatric illness.

The most commonly used term was “Manasika Roga”
followed by “Umathu/ Unmaththaka”. These terms were
used pejoratively or colloquially in 17%. Only 4 articles
carried the direct translated terms for schizophrenia or
psychosis (Table 1).

Table 2 describes the themes and sub themes of the
articles directly related to psychosis. As a single article
may contain more than one theme or sub themes the
total number do not tally.

Total number of articles with a search term (n=217)

Articles in which the terms
meant psychosis (n=180)

Articles in which the terms did
not mean psychosis (n=27

v

Articles in which the terms
were used directly in relation
to psychosis (n=99)

Articles in which the terms
were used as adjectives
(n=81)

Figure 1. Flow diagram showing article selection process used in this study.
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Themes and subthemes 1986 2011 Total
Dangerousness 28 (25.6%) 16 (30.8%) 44 (27.3%)
Crime against others 20 10 30
Being a victim of a crime 10 03 13
Self-harm 05 04 09
Involve in legal procedure 05 03 08
Drug/ alcohol abuse 01 03 04
Non-violent crime 02 02 04
Causative factors 20 (18.3%) 14 (26.9%) 34 (21.1%)
Environmental causes 10 08 18
Life stress 04 02 06
Super natural causes/planets/fate 02 03 05
Drug and alcohol 04 01 05
Biological 03 00 03
Ayurvedic explanation 01 01 02
Treatment 33 (30.3%) 19 (36.5%) 52 (32.3%)
Angoda / Mulleriyawa Hospital 21 03 24
Psychiatrists 09 08 17
Psychiatry units 06 03 09
Medication 03 02 05
Ayurvedic treatment 03 02 05
Rituals 02 01 03
Community treatment 02 01 03
Psychologist/psychotherapist 02 00 02
Occupational therapy 02 00 02
ECT 00 01 01
Hypnotherapy 00 01 01
Advocacy aspects 21 (19.3%) 01 (1.9%) 22 (13.6%)
Lack of psychiatrists 06 00 06
Short comings at NIMH 05 00 05
Lack of psychiatry units 05 00 05
Lack of other staff 04 01 04
Other 02 00 02
Prevention aspects 04 (3.6%) 01 (1.9%) 05 (3.1%)
Community interventions 02 01 03
Better life style 01 00 01
Early diagnosis 01 00 01
Specific diagnosis 03 (2.7%) 01 (1.9%) 04 (2.5%)
Schizophrenia 02 01 03
Psychosis 01 00 01

The most commonly seen themes were treatment and
dangerousness. Aspects of prevention or specific
diagnoses were discussed only rarely. Except for the
higher number articles regarding advocacy in 1986
(p< 0.01, Fisher’s exact test) there was no significant
difference in other categories of articles across the years.

When the articles were analysed for specific messages
regarding treatability of illness, 15% indicated that
psychosis is treatable, another 15% were negative and
the remainder of articles did not carry any message

regarding this aspect, and there was no difference in the
between the two periods studied. Only 5 articles gave a
positive message regarding people with psychosis — for
instance, that they can lead a productive life — whereas
56 articles were negative. Again, there was no significant
difference between the two study periods in this regard.

In many instances the headings of newspaper articles
linked dangerousness to psychosis. Three such were
“e00% HBD 6ER GoemBE 2@ 8G®”. The German patient
kills two at Angoda psychiatric hospital 1986 &, —
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oS8P 77 & Bt BRe Mom 6Jun0 Bsae. (Behring
who Killed 77 Novigeons is said to be psychotic 2011)
and “oedncs 0Pl B o Xim 60¥Eewm.” (The
person who killed an elderly woman at Kahawattha is
mentally ill 2011). In an interview with a government
minister regarding the shooting and murder of a
parliament member the minister was quoted as “ 886630
O6OIBOE B0 R oK gl 00HD DERXNMT g8 ed
odnom ax”. (We will not be surprised if a person being
treated at a psychiatric hospital did this murder 2011)
again attaching dangerousness to illness.

Discussion

Many of the search terms used in this study have been
long established in the Sinhalese language, including
usage in early Sinhalese literature. However the findings
of this study suggest that in recent times, some of these
terms are being misused with a derogatory meaning, and
without clear relevance to the illness.

Actual Sinhalese terms for psychosis or schizophrenia
appeared in only 4 articles (one article per 60 papers). A
significant number (45%) used terms corresponding to
psychosis as adjectives. Almost always adjectival usage
conveyed a negative meaning, which was mostly
irrationality or dangerousness. This is a matter of
significant concern, especially since, according to the
social cognitive theory, newspaper reporting has a
harmful effect on public perception of mental illness (14).

One significant finding was the lack of accurate medical
reports imparting true knowledge about psychosis and
the absence of professional opinions in reporting, which
is in contrast to international findings. Out of 450 articles
related to mental health issues identified from six daily
newspapers and weekly periodicals from Croatia, Slovakia
and the Czech Republic, the opinion of a mental health
professional was sought in one-third of published
articles (8). This finding in our study may reflect a short-
coming on the part of psychiatrists in addressing the
general Sinhalese society through the major newspapers.
Alternatively it may reflect a reporting bias within media
organisations, with neglect of dissemination scientific
knowledge on mental illness.

Many articles implied an association between
dangerousness and people with psychosis. It is possible
to consider whether crimes done by a person with
psychosis is reported more often, compared to crimes
committed by healthy persons, although this was not
researched in this study. It is rare for a person with a
mental illness to commit a crime, when confounders like
substance abuse are excluded. They are more likely to
be a victim of a crime, which was not reflected in the
Sinhalese newspapers. Our findings are similar to
research from United States (15), South Korea (6), the
United Kingdom (12) and Central Europe (8). Unlike in
Sri Lanka, in recent years these trends have improved in
the United States and United Kingdom, with these
positive changes being ascribed to extensive public

awareness campaigns, stigma reduction campaigns,
awards and guidelines for better media coverage and an
active relationship between psychiatrists and the media.

Most articles in this study discussed environmental
causes for psychosis (46%) and few articles discussed
biological causes (7%). In the United Kingdom 22%
articles discussed biological aspects in aetiology or
treatment (12). Although past research has suggested
that in Asian cultures people commonly believe
symptoms of mental illness to be due to supernatural
causes (16), this hypothesis was not reported in
newspapers in our study.

A significant number of articles discussed treatment,
mostly in relation to the National Institute of Mental
Health Sri Lanka. This prominence was markedly reduced
in 2011. Positive developments at NIMH were not covered
in the scrutinized newspapers. Biological treatments were
rarely mentioned. This may be due to low mental health
literacy, stigma towards biological treatment or lack of
medical articles. This is in contrast to studies done
elsewhere, in which over 85% of the newspaper articles
about psychiatry discussed treatment options (17).

A wide variety of advocacy aspects, including short-
comings at NIMH, lack of mental health units, lack of
psychiatrists and other staff were discussed in 1986 but
was not noted in 2011.

Given these findings, on one hand it appears prudent to
popularise specific names for psychosis or schizophrenia
in the Sinhalese language. However whether this will
lead to less discrimination is debatable. Chung et al., (18)
in China investigated whether a less pejorative name for
schizophrenia could reduce stigma, and found that this
did not have a significant effect on measures of attitude.
Rather than a change of terms, the manner in which these
terms or names are used is likely to have a more definite
impact on reducing stigma.

As highlighted by Thornicroft et al., stigma consists of
ignorance, prejudice and discrimination (19).The
negativity of the messages conveyed in the Sinhalese
newspapers echoes this concept.

Limitations

Only two Sinhalese newspapers were selected, thus
omitting a large number of other newspapers and
magazines that reach the public, which may have biased
the findings of this study. The period of assessment
included only two months during the selected years.
This may not be sufficient to identify a trend in reporting.
Terms corresponding to psychosis in the Sinhalese
language were selected subjectively. This may have led
to over or under representations of terms. For example
the term “manasikaroga” is an umbrella term and may
not always mean psychosis. Coding and content analysis
was done by the author only, leading to lower reliability
of results compared the use of several raters.
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Conclusions

There was no significant change or improvement in
reporting on mental illness in the Sinhalese newspaper
media, over the last 25 years. This is a key concern, since
negative media reporting will continue to hinder
development of mental health services, and adversely
influence public perception of mental illness. Thisisan
issue that should be addressed urgently, and psychiatrists
in Sri Lanka should also establish good collaboration
with the media, in order to provide scientific and accurate
information to the public.
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