Discuss with reference to psychological theory and evidence, the extent to which stereotyping, and discrimination may exist within the Media in society today (2,500)

The terms stereotyping and discrimination are closely linked in society and the way we live today. Stereotypes can be defined as “the generalised belief about a particular group or class of people. By stereotyping, we infer that a person has a whole range of characteristics and abilities that we assume all members of that group have’.  (Careem, Jussim, & Rubinstein, 2022) This however is not always true although the media may attempt to persuade us that it is. Discrimination, however, is behaviour that systematically advantages or disadvantages a group 

“Discrimination is the behaviour or actions, usually negative towards an individual or group of people especially on the basis of sex, race and social class” (Mcleod, 2008) although other group characteristics can also come under attack for example, disability and sexual orientation. 

Within today’s media, stereotyping and discrimination are still prevalent despite the way society treats individuals and celebrities in the public eye. Media platforms and the ways news stories have been reported has changed significantly over the past 10-15 years and what we regard as news stories has also changed. This is partly due to the impact that society has on what is published, however it is interesting to note, that the media reports on what society wants to see and hear. The term media no longer refers to only newspapers, magazines and television but now includes websites and social media. This has changed the way we perceive others in the public eye.

Within this essay I will attempt to discuss the extent to which stereotyping, and discrimination may exist within the Media in society today. It would be interesting to compare today’s media and impacts to those before the growth of the internet and social media in particular. I have decided to focus my essay on the stereotyping and discrimination of those with mental health issues who are in the public eye. The examples I will cover are based on the stereotyping and discrimination of people with mental health issues with generalisations being based on their character, cultural background, and criminal history. Caroline Flack and also Tyson Fury are recent and relevant examples of this, both public figures had a diagnosis of bi-polar disorder.

According to (NHS, 2021) bipolar disorder is best described as “a mental health condition that affects your moods, which can swing from one extreme to another.” There are many symptoms of bipolar disorder however the symptoms are down to which mood you are experiencing, if you feel that you’re in a depressive state you may be feeling very low and lethargic, these episodes can last for several weeks if not longer. The other side of bipolar is Mania, if you are experiencing mania, it is best described to be a very high feeling and you are known to be overactive e.g., physically restless and brain racing.

There are four categories of bipolar disorder. Type 1 this is when you have one manic episode followed by a hypomanic or major depressive episode. The difference with Bipolar ll disorder, is that you have at least one major depressive episode and at least one hypomanic episode but have never experienced a manic episode. Thirdly we have the Cyclothymic disorder, this is when you have had two years of hypomania symptoms as well as depressive symptoms. Finally, we have the other types category which includes bipolar and related disorders that are induced by certain drugs, alcohol, or a medical condition such as a stroke. 

There are only a few forms of treatment for the disorder, for example medicines can acts as mood stabilisers and should be taken every day. Psychological treatment such as talking therapy is also useful as is lifestyle advice for example how to improve sleep and diet (Mayo Clinic, 2021)

Tyson Fury’s story is quite unique as he is a world heavyweight boxing champion. He was born into a traveller family in 1988 and as such, faced stereotyping and discrimination from the moment he was born. Despite his 6 foot 9” frame, Tyson Fury was born weighing just over 1 pound in weight. Bipolar disorder is “frequently inherited with genetic factors accounting for approximately 80% of the cause of the condition” (“Causes of Bipolar Disorder,” 2021) However, a proportion of those with the disorder are trauma informed and this could be the reasoning for Tyson Fury’s diagnosis as his own father admits to being depressed and was jailed for a long time when Tyson was younger. 

Tyson faced several personal obstacles which meant the media had formed an image of him as an overweight, drug taking, failed sportsman. Within five years, he had won a world heavyweight title which was later stripped of him due to alleged anti-doping. Following this, and probably during a depression stage in his bi-polar cycle he admitted to the media that he didn’t want to live anymore. He became addicted to cocaine and alcohol and reached 400 pounds in weight. This supported society’s view at that point in time that Tyson Fury’s cultural background played a part in his downfall. People were unaware of his mental health battles at that time. 

For his own mental health, Tyson Fury made an important and life changing decision to use the media less and get professional help. This space away from the media allowed Tyson Fury to plan his comeback fights and become world champion again within the space of 5 years. He then used various media platforms to inform others of his story in a positive way. He was quoted as saying “One of the best things I ever did was to come out and speak about it.” 

Tyson’s Fury’s decision to step away from the media helped his case because it allowed him time to think and get the help he needed whilst avoiding personal comments and viewpoints from those who choose to react to online media. To some extent, he was able to control the media as he expressed honesty about his condition and realised that he was such a low point in life, he had nothing else to lose. The break away from social media and the decision to spend more time in the real world with his family saved him and his career.

As a comparison, world famous footballer David Icke was mocked and laughed at on television when he told the world he was the son of God in 1991. Had social media and online news stories existed at this time, David Icke’s mental health may well have deteriorated to an extreme low point as a result of society’s view on his media representation. Although no diagnosis of his mental state has ever been reported, it is clear that this could have been of detriment. This shows how the media’s stereotyping of mental health issues has improved over the years.

Caroline Flack was 40 years old when she tragically took her own life. She was most known for hosting the popular reality TV show “Love Island” from 2015 to 2019. In the 4 years she hosted the show she gained a lot of popularity on social media and gained a large following across her platforms. Before her rise to fame, she hosted many tv shows such as I’m a celebrity, The Xtra factor, Strictly Come Dancing and more. During her career she has appeared in the media several times from articles focusing on the good and positive she created, to the recent negative aspects. She faced assault allegations against her partner which she was later charged with, and despite being recently diagnosed with bi-polar disorder, she was “petrified of being labelled as mental” (Hooper, 2021) and feared the stereotype of being ‘a domestic abuser’ (Clarke, 2020). This fear was discovered in a message she had written about her feelings after the incident which her adviser told her not to post due to a media backlash. 

Amidst this message she referenced her feelings stating that her “whole world and future was swept from under my feet” this came after she made the decision to step down as host of the popular reality show to ensure she had better control over her mental health. Images from the night of the incident had been releasee and news agencies were quick to share the images of blood splatters in the home stating it was blood from the alleged attack. However, in the unreleased message Caroline had said “The blood that someone sold to a newspaper was my blood and that was something very sad and very personal. The truth has been taken out of my hands and used as entertainment.” (Clarke, 2020)

The day before Caroline’s death, she was prosecuted for the assault of her boyfriend Lewis Burton, the coroner Mary Hassel believed that the fear of press intrusion on the case played a large part in her death. The Poplar Coroners Court heard that the media had been “hounding” Caroline over the alleged assault. (BBC, 2020). Seeing how the media reacted to the allegations, Caroline knew that she would be “hounded” again making her feel uncomfortable and having her privacy invaded. The coroner had made a statement in support of this “Her trauma was played out in the national press and that was incredibly distressing for her." 

News agencies such as The Sun who had made an article the day before Caroline’s death mocking her over a Valentines card, later retracted their article upon the announcement of her death. A spokesperson for The Sun had said “We would no doubt have been criticised if we hadn’t taken a recent story down following a tragedy.”, it appears they retracted the story because the negative story would be amidst the stories of her death. Articles like those played a large part in her death, The coroner made a similar statement ’The more famous she got the more mentally distressed she became.” (BBC, 2020) This showed how the media’s stereotyping had a big influence on her mental state.

The Sun’s executive editor and former friend of Caroline’s, Dan Wootton, accused ITV of “dropping her from Love Island following the assault charges”, he commented that “Caroline was hung out to dry by ITV. She was distraught they didn’t stand by her”, its expected of a major company such as ITV to have better support put in place for their employees (editor, 2020). Television shows such as these are projected to an audience of millions who interact with the media to express their opinions. 

The show itself has received a lot of criticism over the years following the tragic deaths of former contestants Mike Thalassitis and Sophie Gradon as well as former host Caroline Flack. In February 2020 after the death of Caroline Flack, the Love Island team had decided to improve how they care for the contestants before, after and during the show. The new care plan the team devised allows a registered mental health professional to be present and on standby if needed throughout the series as well as after. This is to help them deal with any stereotyping and discrimination they may face from the public as a result of how they have presented themselves on the show.
Before going on the show now, all potential contestants are expected to have a thorough psychological and medical assessment by both an independent doctor and a psychological consultant, they are also expected to disclose any medical history that could impact the suitability of the show. This ensures that all potential contestants are mentally and physically stable enough to be on a show like Love Island, support is then given to those struggling. Throughout the decision making process all possible contestants are verbally debriefed on both the negative and positive outcomes the show could bring, this is then mentioned in their contract. A welfare team is also assigned to the islanders to support them over the series and after. 
The Metro newspaper revealed there will be a ‘minimum of eight therapy sessions’ provided to the contestants on social media training providing support throughout the series. They are also keeping ‘proactive contact with islanders for a period of 14 months after the series’ (Richards, 2021) this is to supervise how the love islanders have adapted to their new lifestyles and any additional support will be given. 
Despite all the criticism the show has received over the last 17 years from the media, Dr Alex George former constant and now serving as the UK Youth Mental Health Ambassador commented to the BBC that “I asked ITV for therapy”, he admitted that after he appeared on the show that “it's a huge change in your life dealing with social media”. He later commented that “within 24 hours I had an appointment booked, …. I’ve had a really good aftercare”. This comes as a response to Alex George’s labelling of being the boring and uninteresting one in the group’s line up.
In conclusion, it is clear to see that there is far less labelling of people in the public eye compared with that of many years ago. As a response to the negativity, media platforms are becoming more responsible and recognise the harm that stereotyping, and discrimination can have to an individuals’ mental state. This is especially true when an individual already has a mental health issue. Learning how to use the media to turn opinions around is not something that everybody is able to do, however recognising the power of the media and its impacts and learning to deal with these is important before any individual sets out in the public eye. As a society, we also have a responsibility to change the way we perceive others and learn not to generalise our assumptions. This, in turn will help us to shape the way the media reports to us.
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