FROM THE INSTRUCTOR

When the shooting broke out in Parkland, Florida, last February 14, Miranda was already underway
with research for an essay about A Beautiful Mind, a 2001 film about the schizophrenic
mathematician John Nash. Continuing with that worthy project would’ve been the easiest way for
her complete the assignment. But in the wake of Parkland, Miranda’s motivation to understand the
power of media representations of mental illness gave her the courage to change her approach
midstream and to dive into a controversial political issue. Her choice paid off with the compelling
and timely essay you are about to read. In Miranda’s words, “It is possible to start somewhere and
then end up in a completely different place, and that is sometimes the best way to develop a
project.”

On March 24, as students across the country gathered for the March for Our Lives, Miranda was
making the last round of revisions to her prizewinning essay “Representations of Mental Illness
Within FOX and CNN: The Parkland Shooting.” It too can be understood as a form of civic
engagement. In this paper, Miranda presents new data she collected about news coverage of the
Parkland school shooting and uses the kind of critical information literacy skills that are essential to
responsible citizenship. In doing so, she contributes to both scholarly and public conversations
about gun violence and mental illness.

Her portfolio makes the connection between scholarly and public discourse explicit when she
describes how she drew on knowledge from her research to respond to an acquaintance’s Instagram
post blaming gun violence on mentally ill people in especially derogatory terms. Miranda reflected,
“With news media constantly projecting this image of the mentally ill as violent and committing
crimes, it is no surprise that this post showed up on my newsfeed.” I am thrilled that Miranda’s essay
was recognized by the editorial board, but if it generates more thoughtful conversation about this
topic through the WK readers she reaches here, that will be the best prize.

Sarah Madsen Hardy
WR 150: Representing Illness



FROM THE WRITER

As a student mostly interested in science and math, I have always thought of writing as something I
simply was not good at. This WR 150 class, “Representing Illness,” altered my view of what it truly
means to be a writer. In the beginning, I was terrified of coming up with my own topic, carrying out
my own research, and ultimately, attempting to write on an issue that I did not only believe to be
important, but also relevant. I originally went down a few different paths, getting a bit lost in the
large realm of mental illness, a topic I knew to be extremely interesting. After meeting with our class
librarian, Ken Liss, I began to discover my interest in uncovering the misrepresentation of mental
illness in our society. I slowly immersed myself in the current news stories of the Parkland shooting,
and in formulating my research topic, I learned that I am much more passionate about writing than I
had thought. I have begun to understand that writing is not as hard as I imagined it to be, and that
even if you are not sure what or where you are going with something, in simply starting it, you are
already on the path to success, no matter the road you take to getting there.

MIRANDA MELICI is a rising sophomore from Basking Ridge, New Jersey studying Health
Science in the College of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences at Boston University. As a student
hoping to pursue a career in medicine, Miranda has always been interested in culture surrounding
diseases and illnesses. She would like to thank Professor Madsen Hardy, Ken Liss, and her peers for
their endless and wonderful guidance, support, criticisms, and kind words throughout WR 150.



MIRANDA MELICI
Prize Essay Award

REPRESENTATIONS OF MENTAL ILLNESS ON FOX AND CNN:
THE PARKLAND SHOOTING

According to the National Center for Health Statistics in a gun homicide study, less than 5%
of 120,000 gun-related killings were committed by people diagnosed with mental illness. (Metzl 241).
Despite this statistic, many Americans still believe that those with serious mental illness are
dangerous, perpetuating stigma towards persons affected by mental illness (McGinty 498). These
beliefs are widely influenced by mass media, specifically news media. Communications research
provides evidence that the public’s attitudes towards specific groups of people are “heavily
influenced by news media portrayals,” especially if they have “little experience with the group in
question” (McGinty 406). With the recent school shooting in Parkland, Florida, the influence of
news media portrayals of violence in association with mental illness becomes more relevant. News
sources have covered and continue to cover this event, framing and reframing the facts of the mass
shooting with relation to mental illness, influencing public perception of the event. Currently,
scholars discuss the misrepresentation of persons that are mentally ill as violent and criminal within
news media, and the resulting perception of the mentally ill as dangerous (McGinty 401). However,
the Parkland shooting raises the question of the relationship between political views of news outlets
and representations of mental illness. With the audience members of FOX and CNN labeling the
sources as conservative and liberal, respectively (Allsides), the different “leanings” of news media
outlets may significantly impact the representations of those with mental illness, which may further
perpetuate stereotypes and stigmatization, skewing public views of gun violence and mass shootings
as associated with mental illness. With an increase in stigmatization comes poorer treatment rates
and less recovery (Wahl 10), along with the false belief that denying the mentally ill access to guns
will decrease the likelihood of mass shootings significantly (McGinty 431). As demonstrated by the
coverage of the Parkland shooting, FOX News perpetuates the belief that mental illness is the main
reason for gun violence and mass shootings more so than CNN, leading to an increase of
stigmatization of the mentally ill and a distorted belief of the relationship between gun violence and
mental illness by their viewers, which has serious negative consequences for those affected by
mental illness.

As Stuart Hall, a cultural theorist, political activist, and sociologist, argues, “we give things
meanings by how we represent them” (Hall xix). Hall places the importance of representation above
all else, claiming that representation constitutes the very essence of the thing that one is trying to
present (Hall xxi). Thus, nothing has meaning until it is represented. Susan Sontag furthers this
argument of representation as constituting meaning with regards to illness. Sontag analyzes the
representation of illness as a metaphor, “the disease itself becom[ing] a metaphor”, and “adjectival.”
She notes that feelings of “evil are projected onto a disease” (Sontag 711). And because disease is
represented in a way to give it meaning, the disease is then “projected onto the world” (Sontag 711).
Sontag emphasizes the negative connotations that society has towards specific diseases, simply
because society has given these diseases meaning. Within the world of news media, representation



becomes especially crucial. News media outlets give the general public the necessary information
they need about the society they live in, such as weather, stocks, politics, and crime. As such, news
media viewpoints influence watchers and readers, as an “agent of socialization that critically shapes
an individual’s perceptions and beliefs” (Bunting 3). News media represents these events, thus giving
them meaning, and providing the public with a sense of what they are supposed to know and feel. In
the case of disease and illness, news media thus shapes societal perceptions of people affected by
these illnesses, and the viewpoints that these media outlets take on further public opinions.

Previous research on the representation of gun violence in relation to mental illness focuses
on news media coverage and the public’s perception of mass shootings in previous years. Emma
McGinty and her colleagues conducted three studies with regard to public perception of mental
illness and violence, one in 2013, one in 2016, and one in 2018. McGinty’s study in 2013, with the
title “Effects of News Media Messages about Mass Shootings on Attitudes Toward Persons with
Serious Mental Illness and Public Support for Gun Control Policies” had alarming results. The study
analyzed public views of events involving mass shootings in relation to negative attitudes towards
persons with mental illness by distributing news stories involving gun violence by a mentally ill
perpetrator, and surveying respondents to determine their attitudes towards the mentally ill. A
baseline was established for the views of the public, which revealed that before respondents even
read stories involving mental illness and violence, forty percent of the survey respondents believed
persons with mental illness to be “far more dangerous than the general population” (McGinty 496).
This baseline is already concerning, considering less than three to five percent of crimes in the
United States involve persons with mental illness (Metzl 241). After the respondents read the news
stories involving gun violence and mental illness, they illustrated “heightened negative attitudes”
towards those with mental illness. Respondents also reported a “higher perceived dangerousness of
persons with serious mental illness” McGinty 496-497). McGinty concluded that news media
representations of mass shootings by the mentally ill “play a critical role in influencing...negative
attitudes towards persons with serious mental illness” (McGinty 498).

McGinty’s second and third studies, conducted in 2016 and 2018, “Trends In News Media
Coverage Of Mental Illness In The United States: 1995-2014” and “News Media Framing of Serious
Mental Illness and Gun Violence in the United States, 1997-2012” respectively, touch more deeply
upon the media’s role directly in relation to public discourse. The study conducted in 2016 found
that, generally, news stories covering the mentally ill “emphasized interpersonal violence”, and found
that “dangerousness was the most common theme in coverage” (McGinty 1122). Even further, news
media that covered interpersonal violence and mental illness “focused on gun violence and mass
shootings” (McGinty 1125). The coverage that continues to connect interpersonal violence with
mental illness is extremely “disproportionate to actual rates of such violence” within the United
States (McGinty 1128). The results of the study conducted in 2018 continue to support the notion
that the public is regularly presented with information that connects those with serious mental illness
and gun violence in mass shootings. The findings suggest that the connection within news media
coverage between serious mental illness and violence contributes to negative public views of persons
with mental illness, which leads to a whole host of issues for those with mental illness, including lack
of support, increased stigma, and lower treatment rates (McGinty 410). The public may also view
mental illness as a cause of gun violence, with the study providing evidence that a “higher
proportion of news stories mentioned dangerous people with SMI [serious mental illness]” more so
than dangerous weapons as a contributor to gun violence (McGinty 431). The results of Emma
McGinty’s three studies consistently showcase the persisting negative attitudes and stigma



surrounding those with mental illness, emphasizing the news media’s role in perpetuating
stereotypes and beliefs about the mentally ill that do not reflect their actual non-violent tendencies.

Despite the existing studies on news media coverage of gun violence and its effect on public
perception of the mentally ill, McGinty does not comment on the differing political biases that may
affect the representations of mental illness within different news media sources. These news sources
typically cover similar events, but may reflect and emphasize different parts of the story. An example
of such an event is the Parkland shooting. On February 14th, 2018, Nikolas Cruz shot 17 students
and faculty at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland Florida. There were 14 children
and 3 adults killed with a semi-automatic AR 15, making it one of the deadliest mass shootings in
American history. Because of the intense nature of the event, news outlets covered this story at
length. The coverage of the Parkland shooting reached many different media sources, including the
networks Fox Broadcasting Company (FOX), and Cable News Network (CNN). FOX and CNN
both reach millions of viewers, ranking first and second overall in number of audience members, as
of March 22nd, 2018 (Adweek). FOX news is typically regarded as a right-leaning network that
caters to a conservative audience, whereas CNN is often referred to as the opposite, with a more
liberal demographic (Allsides). Because of these political biases, the information that they present to
their audiences may differ. In the case of the Parkland shooting, the networks’ differing political
affiliations affect the way they represent mental illness with relation to the shooting. When
examining the coverage of the shooting across the two networks, it becomes apparent that FOX
overemphasizes the connection between mental illness and violence, specifically within the context
of mass shootings, more so than CNN.

As a way to study the different styles of coverage, twenty-two Fox News transcripts were
analyzed through the website “Nexus Uni,” along with twenty-two CNN news transcripts. The
transcripts were selected by a search of “Parkland Shooting” within the database. The methodology
includes an analysis of the average number of times the word “mental” is used per transcript, and
also analyzes the syntax and diction within the transcripts themselves. The general terms to describe
the syntax and diction will be a positive, negative, or neutral “slant” to the words within the
transcripts. A positive slant means that mental illness is mentioned in a way that supports the mental
health community and provides a positive image of those with mental illness. In other words, they
do not attribute the shootings to a mental health issue. A neutral slant refers to the idea that mental
illness is mentioned in a non-harmful way and does not have any positive or negative connotations
— or example, simply mentioning that the shooter had mental health issues, but not describing it as
a cause for the mass shooting. Lastly, a negative slant indicates that mental illness is mentioned in a
way that harms the image of those with mental illness, and that may increase stigmatization of the
community, and that the source identifies mental health issues as the cause of mass shootings. These
three categories allow for a complete and simple understanding of how news media represents
mental illness with regards to gun violence. As Hall notes, representations will thus provide insight
to how the public interprets the event, and as Sontag argues, these interpretations will allow for an
understanding of what meanings and connotations are given to mental illness by society.

Within the news transcripts that are related to the Parkland shooting, FOX News transcripts
have shown to represent mental illness with a greater connection to the shooting and gun violence
than CNN. FOX mentions the word “mental” 7.27 times on average per transcript, with 15
transcripts with a negative slant, two neutral slants, and one positive- and negative-slanted transcript.
There were four articles that did not mention the word “mental” with a connection to the Parkland



shooting. CNN mentions the word “mental” 2.95 times on average per transcript, with eight
transcripts with a negative slant, six neutral, and four positive slants. There were four articles that did
not mention the word “mental.” As is evident by simply the number of times the different news
sources mentioned the word “mental,” FOX News mentions the word 2.5 times more than CNN
does per article. This evidence is substantial in the sense that the public will hear that mental illness
is related to the shooting, regardless of the specific positive and negative slants to the articles. When
considering this in conjunction with Hall’s and Sontag’s notion of society adapting meanings to
things as they are represented, it is not surprising that people would identify mental illness as
constitutive of the shooting. Sontag even further develops this representation of diseases as evil,
with society giving the diseases meaning, and cementing these representations as “definitions”
(Sontag 711).

Along with the number of times the word “mental” is mentioned within the transcripts on
average, the specific positive and negative slants are extremely important in determining the effect of
political biases on their representations of mental illness and the connection to the Parkland
Shooting. FOX News has 3.75 times more articles with a negative slant than does CNN. Within the
22 FOX transcripts analyzed only one of the transcripts had a positive slant to it, though it still
began with a negative characterization of mental illness. The reporter for FOX specifically mentions
that the “one commonality between the gunman” and various mass shootings, is “mental health
issues,” along with mental illness (FOX, “Missed Warning Signs”). This statement leads the public to
believe that there is a correlation between mental health issues and mass shootings. The negative
slants of the FOX News transcripts in general will produce a stigmatizing representation of the
mentally ill, furthering the belief that the main cause of gun violence and mass shootings is in the
issue of mental health. FOX News transcripts covering the Parkland shooting repeatedly quote
President Donald Trump, who makes the statement that he is working with legislation to “help
secure our schools” and additionally, to “tackle the difficult issue of mental health” (FOX, The Day
After). This direct quotation from the President of the United States reaches the audience of FOX,
which is reportedly the top viewed basic cable network, as of March 22nd, 2018 (Adweek). The
negative slant of the President’s statement is obvious—he attributes gun violence and mass
shootings to a lack of regulation on the mentally ill, specifically stating that that this “difficult issue”
must be dealt with so as to keep the schools safe. And as the President of our country, his opinions
of an event become even more vital to society’s understanding of it; he is supposed to represent the
American population.

In contrast, CNN news transcripts have four times as many positively slanted transcripts as
FOX transcripts. One of CNN’s positively slanted transcripts mentions that the gun violence issue is
not “because we have more mentally ill people,” it’s “just absolutely not true” (CNN, Trump
Focuses). This transcript makes a point of demonstrating that the mass shootings are not singularly
due to mental health issues. The transcript also mentions multiple other causes of gun violence,
taking the cause of the shooting away from the mentally ill, referring to the availability of “extremely
lethal weapons,” and the lack of regulation among “control|ling] the access” to these “widespread”
and ““available” weapons (CNN, Trump Focuses). CNN presents a radically different picture of the
connection between gun violence and mental illness. In another positively slanted article, the
reporter mentions that there has been a lot of focus on the mental health issues of the shooter, but
then asks, “is that fair to focus on?”” (CNN, Mueller Charges). Evidently, from not only the lower
average number of mentions of the word “mental,” CNN also has significantly more articles that are



positively slanted than FOX, which may be due to their more liberal slant, as opposed to FOX’s
more conservative slant.

FOX News promotes the connection between gun violence and mental illness more than
CNN, which leads to an increased stigmatization of persons with mental illness. This results in the
skewed belief that a major cause of gun violence is mental illness, which has extremely negative
consequences for the mentally ill. Increased levels of social stigma leads to lower rates of treatment
seeking, and creates a multitude of “negative outcomes,” like “homelessness, unemployment, and
criminal justice involvement” (McGinty 1128). Additionally, the higher levels of stigma contributes
to less “public support for policies that benefit” the mentally ill (McGinty 1128). Those with mental
illness are also living with an increased amount of anxiety, and may experience more “discomfort,
shame and loss of self-esteem” with an increased amount of stigma, as they feel that they are
working to keep their mental illness a secret. This may lead to “chronic stress” that will “undermine
both their mental and physical health” (Wahl 10) The negative view of the mentally ill will not only
increase social stigma, but also lead to a view that those with serious mental illness are a “threat to
public safety” (McGinty 2018). And because most persons with mental illness are nonviolent (Metzl
241), FOX News’s representation of the mentally ill is not representative of the population, leading
to political decisions that may not reflect the actual necessary decisions that will legitimately decrease
gun violence.

The news’ political leanings are especially important in determining the roots of
misinformation and misrepresentation that leads to social stigmas demonstrated by this study. It is
vital that these news outlets recognize that the mentally ill are not to blame for gun violence. This
will increase support for policies that help the mentally ill and also will help to lessen stigma against
them, leading to increased treatment rates and less anxiety. It is important that further research focus
on the actual public responses to these different news media framings of conservative and liberal
sources, so as to determine how the differing viewpoints are actually being interpreted and spread
throughout society.
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