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Does the use of mental health photography further enhance the stereotypes perceived by the general population or does it aid in the treatment of such disorders?

The focus of this essay will be directed to the theme of mental health illnesses within society, and whether the photography of such illnesses enhances the stigma surrounding such conditions even further. Or whether the use of photography in such situations aids in the development of treatments for such conditions.  
A mental illness is a disease that interferes with your mind and behaviour and causes severe disturbances to your daily life. Mental health problems are very recognised in the UK with 1 in 4 people experiencing the issue each year. There are over 200 forms of mental illnesses. The most common illnesses are depression, schizophrenia, anxiety and bipolar. Many symptoms when it comes to these diseases are changes in mood and social withdraws. The majority of mental disorders start when people are in their childhood development, while 50% of mental illnesses in adult life (dismissing dementia) start before the age of 15 years old. In addition to this, only 25% of young people with a mental health problem are receiving treatment. There has been an increase in the time children are having to wait to receive treatment for mental health issues. Another issue is that children who suffer from depression and anxiety are not being recognised with this issue to be given the help they need.
There are many photographers that focus on the theme mental health within their Photography which led to this question. One photographer that remains very prominent when it comes to mental health photography is Edward Honaker who documents his own depression and anxiety through a series of self-portraits. The main reason why he captures his mental disorders through images is to raise awareness to the public and to stop making the subject such a taboo topic. His aim is to get people to become more understanding of the illness so it will help other people (Honaker, 2015).
Arguably, photography of mental health conditions does stigmatize mental health further as it enforces stereotypes of mental health issues. Mainly due to the reason that it is captured the majority of the time through the dark stereotypes that society conforms to. For example, when people think of an image of depression, society automatically thinks of a black and white image of a person on their own.
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(https://www.ignant.com/2015/09/24/photographer-edward-honaker-documents-his-own-depression/)
The picture above is a photograph captured by artist Edward Honaker who is presenting depression within an image. In this photograph, the stereotypical view of depression is presented. For example, the image is in black and white, the person is on their own and it appears like the subject is trying to take his life. However, this idea of depression and suicide is not always realistic. For instant, Chester Bennington, a famous singer from the Linkin Park took his own life on the 20th July 2017 (Honaker, 2015).
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(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o-qc-s3OjKM)
This is a standstill from a video of Chester Bennington just over a day before he committed suicide. This is an example that the stereotypical suicidal person might not be crawled into a ball crying on their own and that they could be putting on a 'brave face' pretending everything is fine (Grow, 2017).
[image: https://brokenlightcollective.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/img_4299-edit.jpg?w=547&h=617]

(https://brokenlightcollective.com/2016/05/10/fear-of-failure/)
In addition to this, the photograph above is from another Photographer who suffered from depression called Keith (surname.) While photographing this project, he has learnt to accept the struggles he faces on a daily basis. The image above is another stereotypical view that society has of the illness depression, eg the image is in black and white which represents the mood being down. Furthermore, the hands are on the head of the subject which symbolises stress and an overwhelming mood (Broken Light Collective, 2016). However, the image below is an image of Mac Miller who was a famous artist who committed suicide in 2018 as he suffered from depression for a while. In this photograph, Mac Miller is laughing, enjoying himself, having a good time which is the antithesis of the stereotypical depression photography.
[image: Image result for mac miller]
Another very famous celebrity who was known for making the public laugh being in multiple well known comedies, Robin Williams died in 2014 due to being depressed and committing suicide. After he passed away, the public found out he was "sobbing" in his friends arms every night after working. He received much support from his close ones encouraging him to go back to stand up comedy however he thought he had lost it and wasn't sure how to be funny. Robin Williams' death shocked the public as he was seen in the public as a very happy man enjoying his life and trying to make everyone around him laugh (The Telegraph, 2018).
[image: Image result for robin williams laughing]
(http://www.freaklore.com/ghost-box-message-left-behind-from-robin-)
Seeing this image out in the press at the time, no one would have thought that Robin Williams was suffering badly from depression which can be very dangerous to the people who are struggling as they are not being noticed as 'ill' to receive the help they need. This image isn't a photograph trying to show depression however it does show that not all depression looks the same. In addition to this, if society understood this better and realised that you don't need to be in a dark room on your own in the corner to show depression, it might show more awareness of different types of depression and mental health issues (The Telegraph, 2018). 
So although photography of mental illness may help raise awareness of the different conditions. The unrealistic nature of the photograph can be quite damaging, as if people who are struggling do not conform to the typical stereotype portrayed then they are less likely to receive attention or help for their illness.
However, it can be argued that photography doesn't enhance stigma of mental health illnesses as mental health photography can be used as many different types of therapy. Using photography as a form of therapy for mental illnesses can help as it builds a new community and language around mental health by tapping into therapeutic photography techniques which results in changing the way society thinks and talks about depression and other mental health issues. In addition to this, there are some different initiatives to document, reflect and communicate their journey through their struggles such as Phototherapy. Phototherapy is a type of therapy that uses peoples images as a catalyst to enhance communication during their counselling sessions. In addition to this, another initiative to help through their struggles is Photosensitive which is a group of non-profit photographers who photograph key social issues occurring etc mental health issues. Many of their projects have focused on bringing awareness to the subject they are capturing. This then helps give a voice to the people who are 'voiceless.' For example, 'a picture is worth a thousand words' (Weiser, 2018).
When faced with an adolescent female client who had difﬁculty express-
ing emotions, frequently shut down from interactions, and had suicidal
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ideations, I (MMG) struggled to ﬁnd a way to help this client begin engag-
ing in a way that was nonthreatening. Verbally discussing problem-free
issues did not seem helpful; the client’s responses were restricted to one-
or two-word responses. Finally, I (MMG) asked if the client would be
willing to share her social networking Web page where she had publicly
compiled her thoughts and pictures. She agreed and as she viewed the pic-
tures on the computer, the adolescent opened up about what each photo
meant, why she took the picture, and who was in the pictures. This tech-
nique allowed me (MMG) to build rapport with the client, engage her in
problem-free talk, and identify the utility of phototherapy as a potential
strategy
A clinical example of using phototherapy as a form of counselling could include a young female who struggles to express emotions and regularly shutdowns in social situations. When faced with individuals with such symptoms it can be difficult for counsellors to get through to the individual through verbal communication. An alternative way of communicating with the client could be through the use of images. Requesting access to ones social media and photographs or artwork, provides a different form of communication. Sometimes the use of images can be instrumental in explaining how and why an individual feels the way that they do (Weiser, 2018). 
Another form of therapy that includes photography is a project called 'Photovoice', this form of therapy relies on participatory action research which actively connects the counsellor to the client. Through this form of therapy, the counsellor gives the 'lens' to the client, allowing them to explore and express their feelings through their own artwork, allowing therapy through storytelling. Looking at much of the literature on photovoive health research, it has been stated that participants are often interviewed and asked to discuss their photographs, opening up a new form of communication linking to their underlying problems (Han & Oliffe, 2016)
Although using mental health photography can be very positive, it is not the answer by itself, as it can be quite detrimental in certain situations. One of the main issues is that the human brain is very quick at becoming aware of issues, but it takes a lot more than this awareness to lead to any change in societies behaviour. Therefore the point is that raising awareness about mental health illnesses through photography is all well and good, but it doesn't necessarily mean that the issues surrounding mental health problems, such as problems with treatment and stigma will be acknowledged (Ginicola, Trzaska, & Smith, 2012). 
The danger of this is that people think that raising awareness is enough to be able to deal with the major problems surrounding mental health illnesses, which is of course not true. With social media being such a major part of society, it is common to see well wishes or changes in profile pictures in support of a specific cause. Although these actions are well intended, the only impact they have is on making the individual commenting feel better about themselves, as though they are helping in some way. This thought is very dangerous, as words alone do not change the prospect of a situation. It is the actions that follow those words that make the difference in situations such as mental health (Burnett, 2018).
In conclusion, throughout this essay evidence for both sides of the argument have been analysed. With social media being used increasingly within day to day life, it makes sense to try and use it as a benefit to others and to aid in different situations. Mental health is one of these situations that could benefit from the use of photography surrounding the specific, be it done properly. Using photography as a way to help raise awareness for different mental health conditions is beneficial as it can reach the masses. Although if the photographs include stereotypical actions or colours, then this is not raising awareness of true conditions. For photography to be able to aid in mental health research, it needs to be true to how mental health conditions are actually perceived by those struggling, and not just by those that view them on the outside looking in (Photsensitive, 2018).  
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