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Essay
	Media can be defined as “the main means of mass communication, esp. newspapers, radio and television regarded collectively; the reporters, journalists, etc., working for organizations engaged in such communication” (Oxford English Dictionary online, 2008).  Media is all around, in many different forms, and can be a source of both stereotyping, “to believe unfairly that all people or things with a particular characteristic are the same” (Merriam-Webster, 2022) and discrimination, “the practice of unfairly treating a person or group of people differently from other people or groups of people” (Merriam-Webster, 2022).  This essay aims to discuss specifically social media and as to whether there is evidence to suggest that stereotyping and discrimination of mental health exists within those platforms in society today.
	Mental health has for some time carried its own stigmas and allowed for easy stereotyping and discrimination mainly due to the lack of public knowledge surrounding it.  At one point to have been labelled with a mental health condition, such as schizophrenia, would have suggested that the individual was dangerous therefore causing the public to fear them, simply through a lack of understanding, the media supporting these ideas by portraying such individuals as unstable and violent.  Moreover, those individuals who require help with their condition are then less likely to seek help and become isolated from the outside world (Raney et al, 2020).  
	Social media, in the form that it is known today, took off in the early 2000’s with platforms such as Facebook, by far the most popular platform, reaching billions of users, approximately 2.38 billion in 2019 (Our World in Data, 2019).
	When looking at whether there is evidence of discrimination and stereotyping within social media, although it may not directly have advertised in such a manner, it has been accountable for certainly portraying individuals in such a way that the public have used their platforms to create perceptions and discriminations of said individuals.  For example, in the case of Caroline Flack and the subsequent discussion of her state of mind and mental health, seeing her ridiculed by the general public on social media to the point where she took her own life as she was portrayed to not be in control, stereotyping mental health negatively (Youngs, 2020).
	According to research carried out by Robinson et al. (2018, p.51) the social media platform known as Twitter was used to see just how people perceived mental illness in comparison to physical illness.  Robinson et al investigated to what level mental and physical illness were either stigmatised or trivialised within the world of social media.  Five mental health conditions were selected along with five physical illnesses.  Over one million tweets were then selected at random and then separated into their relevant condition, eventually leaving 1,300 tweets per condition.  Robinson et al’s overall results suggested that mental health conditions were both more stigmatised (12.9%) and trivialised (14.3%) compared to the physical conditions (stigma 8.1% and trivialised 6.8%).  The most stigmatised mental health condition was schizophrenia (41%), and the most trivialised mental health condition was obsessive compulsive disorder (33%).  The results of Robinson et al’s research concluded that both stigma and trivialisation of mental health conditions, whilst both common on social media, were being discussed but with what appeared to be a lack of correct knowledge and understanding about these conditions exhibiting a need to ensure the correct information was made available.  	
	A further study conducted by Naslund et al (2016) investigated as to whether the use of groups on social media could in fact have a positive impact on those individuals with mental health illnesses and the possibility that social media removed the stereotyping and discrimination associated with mental health illnesses.  The aim of the study was to look at those with serious mental health illnesses, such as schizophrenia, and how these individuals were turning to social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, to either share their experiences or to look for advice from others who shared the same or similar conditions.  This is known as peer-to-peer support.  It was hoped to determine whether this kind of interaction over social media could be used to promote mental health and well-being in a positive light and give the correct advice and knowledge about these conditions.  Naslund et al believed that should an individual with a serious mental health issue decide they wish to seek out others with similar conditions, this was in fact a ‘critical point in their illness experience’, and how this could be an opportunity to challenge the stigmas that surround their conditions.  This could then lead to the possibility of intervention being put in place to help with mental and physical wellbeing and thus allowing people to have a better understanding of such serious conditions.  The findings of Naslund et al’s research were extremely positive and showed that social media could portray mental health conditions with limited stereotyping and discrimination and that those with such serious mental illnesses could feel connected to others with a real sense of belonging rather than being outsiders.  Their results also showed that individuals could discuss ways in which to cope with their illnesses and the challenges they faced daily, through such social media platforms.  Social media was promoting positive understanding of mental health and allowing those with and without such conditions to understand what came with said illnesses and how they made individuals feel and behave removing the stigma.  That all said there was still the possibility of people commenting negatively on these sites but in general Naslund et al’s findings were positive and proved to be beneficial.
	A more current set of research carried out by Budenz et al (2020) looks once again at the stigma and stereotyping surrounding mental health illnesses and conditions.  The study looked at bipolar disorder, this is believed to be one of the most highly stigmatised mental illnesses, to see as to whether this was obvious on social media also.  Looking at the social media platform Twitter and relevant tweets that included information regarding mental health/illnesses and bipolar disorder, then collected information on which of these tweets were then retweeted.  Over a three-month period Budenz et al collected and analysed tweets about mental health and bipolar disorder and looked specifically at any ‘spikes’ in the number of tweets that discussed either or both.  The data was then analysed and put into message topic groups, stigma and social support.  A comparison was then carried out between stigma and support towards mental health and illness against bipolar disorder.  Budenz et al analysed over one million tweets where 94.7% of those discussed mental health and illness whereas only 5.3% discussed bipolar disorder.  The spikes in tweets occurred at the time of a celebrity’s death and a mental health awareness campaign.  Despite those tweets sampled showing more support than stigma the tweets regarding bipolar disorder displayed higher levels of stigma than support in comparison to mental health and illness.  A positive from the results was that any negative tweets that displayed stigma were less likely to be retweeted.  Budenz et al, as with the other studies, concluded that there was an opportunity to use social media as a way of reducing stigma, stereotyping and discrimination, and seeing it used as a support tool and a way of educating others around these topics.
	De Choudhury et al (2016) focused on the America social media platform called Reddit.  The investigation was to see if there was a connection between when an individual had been discussing suicide to then be considering suicide.  The study wanted to know if once and individual had observed content with reference to mental health on Reddit, thoughts would then shift to consideration of suicide.  De Choudhury et al focused-on communities on the Reddit site that were specifically for mental health and suicide support, these being semi-anonymous meant they had a great deal of data to work through belonging to individuals struggling with both.  This study resulted in a method of being able to observe an individuals change in habits once discussion had commenced regarding mental health and the progression for some to suicidal intentions.  De Choudhury et al’s research shows a level of stigma related to mental health through social media and again how misinterpretation of what is trying to be achieved can have catastrophic implications on an individuals already fragile state of mind.
A similar study and further set of research results that suggested mental health through social media was stereotyped negatively, and misguiding to those viewing such posts, was by Miguel et al. (2017).  This research was carried out to view content on Instagram, Twitter and Tumblr that related to self-injury.  The data was randomly generated and collected over a six-month period, searching “#cutting” on each platform, then collecting the first ten posts that were generated for each.  Independent evaluators then coded the posts for things such as ‘graphic content’ and ‘negative self-evaluations’.  Data collected by Miguel et al used a sample of over 1,000 public posts, 770 of these related directly to mental health.  From the data collected approximately 60% had some form of graphic content, nearly 50% contained negative self-evaluations with only 9.5% of the posts discouraging self-injury and less than 1% had any formal recovery resources included in them.  From the three platforms, Instagram posts included the most graphic content and negative self-evaluations and Twitter displaying the least for each.  Miguel et al’s findings showed that mental health professionals needed to recognise how adolescents; consumed media, their influences, their social interaction, and that there was a possibility these could lead to self-injury patterns.
A study that followed on from social media and its portrayal of celebrities and their mental health was into how social media portrays a celebrity after death, in this case a suicide and the other death by accident, was conducted by Reiner (2020).  It looked to see similarities and differences between how each celebrity was discussed and described.  This study showed stereotyping surrounding mental illness, and despite both celebrities being mostly discussed positively, the celebrity who died via accident saw mainly discussion surrounding career and loss to the sporting world the other celebrity had very little mention of career and mainly saw focus was on their mental health and state of mind.  Social media displayed mental illness, stereotypically, as the cause of the celebrity’s suicide almost suggesting that for some suffering with mental health illnesses suicide was the only option.  This was a hugely negative portrayal of mental health.
There has been a further study conducted more recently by Naslund et al (2020) that observed how social media was being used positively for those who were suffering with mental health illnesses, but also at the challenges faced.  Looking at the content of social media of those with mental health illnesses it was apparent that these individuals used it as a means of touching base with others in similar situations and an outlet for their personal stories regarding their illnesses.  The study showed that social media allowed for those with serious mental health issues to interact with community and partake in activities such as shopping which they would not normally have considered.  Naslund et al’s research found that individuals with mental health illnesses were able to feel a sense of ‘normality’ when using social media and that they were not alone especially with mental health still carrying a stigma and creating isolation for some sufferers.  This study did, however, find that there was more hostility to those using social media who expressed mental health conditions in comparison to those without, once again showing a lack of understanding from those not suffering with such conditions.  This research again suggesting elements of stereotyping and seeing those with mental health feeling discriminated against and alone.
One final article was written by Betton (2015), which looked at whether those sharing their mental health problems on social media were managing to challenge the stigma associated with such conditions.  Betton challenged that it is individuals and not larger groups challenging the stigma via social media.  Once again with Twitter appearing to be the main platform used for individuals to get their stories across.  Betton also tells how mental health is being challenged on social media by various methods such as education; replacing stereotyping with accurate facts, contact; personal contact between those stigmatised and other individuals quashing the stereotyping, and protest; allowing injustice to be highlighted and again quashing the stereotypical attitudes that have been developed.  The article concludes that personal stories and voices of those previously unheard were being shared publicly without outside interference and a sense of immense power was being projected through education, contact and protest and diminishing stereotyping.  Betton also believed that it was more likely for individuals to be influential in adjusting attitudes than that of larger organisations due to individuals asking questions that the organisations wouldn’t cover.  This article was written some time ago but showed social media in a more positive light and with less stereotyping and the definite sense of opportunity for change.
Despite offering support to those with mental health illnesses social media still today does not seem to be showing clear evidence of support or access to an easier understanding of mental health to help reduce stereotyping and prevent discrimination by those who do not understand it.  To date there has been much research carried out with regards to mental health and subsequent illnesses, so it seems hard to believe that there is still the portrayal that those suffering with mental health are a danger to society or ‘unhinged’ and this needs to be stamped out.  Social media does allow for individuals to be in contact with others in similar situations which can be both advantageous and sometimes dangerous.  The advantages are that these individuals no longer must feel alone.  There are many different social media platforms having open groups that are sharing ways of managing conditions and showing individuals coping mechanisms that may not have previously thought of and essentially making them no longer feel the need to isolate from the outside world.  The dangers, however, are that some sites hold information that could negatively impact an individual who is possibly already feeling at rock bottom and in the worst-case scenario see them taking actions that cannot be undone.  Cyberbullying is prevalent today and for those reaching out with their illness they can sometimes appear to be easy targets to the uneducated.  It appears to be that even with things moving in the right direction and less stigma surrounding mental health there is still a huge need for education about such conditions and even though social media is offering a helping hand until people are educated, and therefore more understanding, it will continue to see stereotyping and discrimination against these individuals!
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