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The Response Ability Project is a collaboration between mental health profes-
sionals and journalism educators in Australia. It seeks to influence the pre-pro-
fessional education of journalists so that graduates of university courses will be
aware of, and are able to respond appropriately to, issues relating to suicide
and mental illness. Importantly, the project situates this learning in the context
of the core skills of journalism such as news writing, research, and interview-
ing. Multi-media resources were developed from pilot resources in 2001 and
disseminated to Australian universities. This essay explores key nchievements
of the project, proposing a place for these issues in journalism curricula inter-

nationally.

For many years, the portrayal of
suicide and mental illness in the mass
media has been of international inter-
est. Research shows that certain repre-
sentations of suicide may increase the
risk of copycat behaviour among vul-
nerable people.! That people living
with a mental illness are predominant-
ly portrayed by the mass media in a
negalive and sterectypical way,” which
may increase stigma and discrimina-
tion, is of concern,

The Response Ability project is a
landmark collaboration between Aus-
tralian mental health professionals and

journalism educators aimed al improv-
ing the reporting of mental illness and
suicide, While many countries have
developed news media guidelines that
promote responsible reporting of sui-
cide and in some cases mental illness
(for example, the United Stales,?
Canada,® the United Kingdom,®
Australia,” New Zealand,” and Hong
Kong®), a more comprehensive ap-
proach has been laken in Australia by
including this material in the under-
graduate training of journalism stu-
dents. Through the development of
flexible, problem-based curriculum

Jaelea Skehan (JAELEA. SKEHAN@HNEHEALTH.NSW.GOV.AU) is program manager, and Trevor
Huzell (TREVOR. HAZELL@HNEHEALTH.NSW.COV.AU] is director, at Hunter Institute of Mental
Health, Newcastle, and both are Conjoint Clinical Teaching Fellows, School of
Medicine and Public Health, University of Newcastle, Australia; and Lynette Sheridan
Burns (L.SHERIDANBURNS@UWS.EDU.AU) 18 professor of journalisin, University of Western

Svdney, Australia,

JuurNALISM & Mass COMMUNICATION EDUCATOR 192

materials now being used in some
capacity at all relevant Australian uni-
versilies, the project aims to influence
the thinking of journalists in the pre-
professional phase of their education.
The Respense Ability praoject advocates
not for the avoidance of these impor-
tant issues in the news media, but
rather some attenlion lo ensuring accu-
racy and examining the framing of
such reports. The project proposes that
it is possible to discuss issues of public
interest in relation to suicide and men-
tal illness without increasing the risk
of suicidal behaviour and without rein-
forcing stereotypes associated with
people experiencing a mental illness.
International experts, in [act, have
argued that mindful reporting of these
issues can have a positive impact.?

Given that the cvidence that
underpins the resources is internation-
al and that the approach to journalism
around the world has many similari-
ties,'" the Response Ability project
could be replicated in other countries.
This essay outlines the key compo-
nents in developing and disseminating
the curriculum resources, drawing
from program evaluation data, in an
allempt to highlight their relevance
internationally.

Background
to Response Ability

As noted, many news media sec-
tors have codes of practice or guide-
lines on reporting and portrayal of sui-
cide. In Australia, many of these have
been reviewed in the past decade to
better reflect the research evidence.
Generally, codes call for restraint in
reporting about suicide but all allow
for circumstances where the “public

interest” may be deemed more impor-
tant than the harm done by breaching
the codes. The reporting of mental ill-
ness, however, has been largely over-
looked as an area of concern within
media codes. For example, in
Australia, the Code of Ethics yoverning
journalists mentions not placing
"...unnecessary emphasis on personal
characteristics, including race, ethnici-
ty, nationalily, gender, age, sexual ori-
entation, family relationships, reli-
gious belief, or physical or intellectual
disability,”** but fails to include men-
tal illness as a consideration. Frequent
caverage of suicide and mental illness
in news reporting suggests that proper
training in this area is important. An
Australian Studv in 2007 concluded
that the coverage of both suicide and
mental illness in Australia was exten-
sive, retrieving 42,013 items in a
twelve-month period across selected
news media.'? This represents more
than a 200% increase in the volume of
news media ilems when compared to
the same study in 2001."

The HResponse Ability project
acknowledges that the news media
have an important influence on shap-
ing community attitudes, particularly
to sensitive issues such as mental ill-
ness und suicide. The project is based
on the view that an important way to
influence the reporting of suicide and
menlal illness is to expose journalism
| students to the ethical and profession-
al issues involved as part of their
undergraduate studies. In the universi-
ty environment, a student of journal-
ism can work through the issues and
develop appropriate strategies before
being confronted with them under the
pressure of the newsroom environ-
ment. Some experts, such as Hawton
and Williams,'® have argued Lhat
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mindful reporting of these issues can
have a positive impact through promot-
ing mental health literacy in the gener-
al public. These findings suggest that
mindful reporting reduced the stigma
associated with mental health prob-
lems and encouraged help-seeking
behaviors among distressed individu-
als.

The Curriculum
Resources

In 1997, the Australian Govern-
ment launched the National Youth
Suicide Prevention Strategy in
response to escalating rates of suicide
among young people. An identified
objective under this strategy was a
focus on education and training. The
Hunter Institute of Mental Health, a
self-funded, not-for-profit organization
based in Newcastle, Australia, special-
izes in education, training, and health
promotion in the areas of suicide and
mental illness. During 1997, the
Institute surveyed undergraduate
courses in nine professional disci-
plines at all Australian universities.
The survey's purpose was to identify
those disciplines best placed to address
the issue of youth suicide.'® Each
group was selected based on the likely
proximity of the profession to unfold-
ing mental health events requiring
mindful responses.

The pre-professional education of
journalists was selected due to demon-
strated influence of news media report-
ing on the formation and maintenance
of social values.'” The project aimed to
ensure that journalists were more
aware of the importance of responsible
reporting of suicide and their potential
to do harm by romanticizing or glamor-
izing the act.
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The journalism curriculum materi-
als were developed by a senior journal-
ism educator at The University of
Newcastle and mental health educators
at the Hunter Institute of Mental
Health, After being reviewed nationally
by senior journalism academics and
mental health experts, the materials
were piloted at seven university cam-
puses across Australia between 1997
and 2000. Both partners had been pre-
viously involved in the development of
curriculum resources either for differ-
ent professional groups or related to
different topics.'® In 2000-2001, the
project’s focus was broadened to place
suicide in the wider context of mental
health reporting. The curriculum
resources for journalism education
were then further developed and
refined based on consultations with
journalism educators. The print-based
pilot modules were developed as mul-
timedia resources and widely dissemi-
nated.

In 2001, the project team visited
every Australian university to demon-
strate the resources and plan curricu-
lum integration, The materials were
formally endorsed by Australia's
Journalism Education Association (an
organization similar in function to the
Association for Education in Journ-
alism and Mass Communication) at its
2001 annual conference. Resources
provide flexible teaching options that
expose journalism students to the
“conflict between professional, com-
mercial, and ethical obligations” when
covering these issues.' This tension is
created when the desire to report sensi-
tively is challenged by strong news val-
ues, such as public interest or celebrity.
There is also the sensitive issue of
using the news media to increase pub-
lic awareness of mental health issues

without damaging vulnerable members
of the community.

The Response Ability resources
facilitate exploration of these issues
through the use of video scenarios, dis-
cussion questions, student exercises,
guidelines for reporting, and examples
of good and bad news reports. These
are provided in the form of lecturer
and student CD-ROMs, printed exam-
ples, and a Web site at www.
responseability.org.?” The resources
are based on four key principles of
professional journalism: accuracy,
fairness, balance, and ethical accounta-
bility. For example, one resource
includes print and audio-visual source
materials relating to the alleged sui-
cide of a public figure’s son. Students
must negotiate their way through
potentially sensational material to cre-
ate reporting that meets professional
standards.

During the development phase,
the curriculum materials’ authors
became aware that university programs
in journalism education can vary sig-
nificantly. It was important, then, that
the curriculum modules were not pre-
scriptive in their content or delivery.
Instead, the resources were developed
in a flexible way so they could be used
at various levels in the curriculum and
in a range of content areas, including
ethics, news writing, feature writing,
and broadcast journalism. For exam-
ple, materials provided in the example
of an alleged suicide described above
may be used in the preparation of a
radio, TV, online, or print news stories,
as a trigger for a feature article or in a
discussion about the complex ethical
challenges faced by journalists when
reporting about death, mental illness,
and/or the private lives of public fig-
ures.
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These factors were crucial in
ensuring the widespread support of
Australian  journalism  educators.
Despite barriers to uptake identified in
initial consultations, such as a lack of
time (from both an individual and cur-
riculum perspective), a reluctance to
tackle difficult issues in the classroom
and a fear that the curriculum may be
hijacked by “political correctness,” a
2008 review?! indicated that all 26 uni-
versity campuses offering relevant pro-
grams in journalism had incorporated
(or were planning to incorporate)
aspects of Response Ability into their
curriculum. Understanding potential
barriers to the project at the develop-
ment stage allowed the project team to
incorporate strategies to overcome
these barriers into the project plan-
ning. The flexible format and high
quality of resources, and the emphasis
on teaching core journalism skills,
rather than teaching students about
suicide or mental illness, have been
key contributors to subsequent high
levels of uptake.**

The Response Ability project has
been guided by an advisory panel of
key stakeholders and journalism edu-
cators who are well known for their
contribution to journalism education
in Australia since the pilot phase in
1998. Given the project is driven by a
mental health organisation, the
Journalism Advisory Group provides
direction for the project, and makes
recommendations about further re-
source development and promotion, to
ensure the activities are relevanl to
journalism educators and students.
The project team, based at the Hunter
Institute of Mental Health, continues to
support universities and educators by
offering consultation services, deliver-
ing guest lectures in new subjects, and
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supperting academic ownership of the
issues. New course materials have been
developed und disseminated on an
ongoing basis to ensure the resources
remain topical and relevant. For exam-
ple, new case studies have looked at
the reporting of euthanasia as it may
relate to suicide, reporting of indige-
nous suicide, and reporting aboul men-
tal illness and violent behaviour.*
Further, in December 2006 the Re-
sponse Ability Academic Hesearch
Scheme was launched lo encourage
academics to contribute to the growing
body of research on both the Response
Ability resources and the general body
of research on reporting suicide and
mental illness.

The Australian Context
and the Role
of Journalism Education

The Response Ability project for
journalism education preceded, and
now forms part of, a comprehensive
national strategy in Australia aimed at
influencing news media coverage of
issuos related to mental illness and sui-
cide, to ensure responsible, accurate,
and sensitive representalion. Recent
research indicales that the approach
may be having an impact on reporting
practices, with a follow-up news media
monitoring study indicating that
despite widespread variability in
reporting, there was a significanl
improvement in the qualily of news
media reports about both suicide and
mental illness.”* The Response Ability
model’s success is demonstrated by the
100% uptake of the curriculum materi-
als by Australian universities. The
partnership between mental health and
journalism stakeholders, and the joint
development and investment in
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resource material related to this area,
have also been key to the development
of other parts of the national strategy,
which involves working with news
media organizations and journalists
across the country.

The Mindframe National Media
Initiative, under which the Response
Ability project is now funded, has gen-
eral news media support and is guided
by the National Media and Mental
Health Group. This group, which meets
three times per year, includes represen-
tatives from the peak news media and
mental health bodies and models the
Advisory group structure set up under
Response Ability. Since the pilot phase
of the Response Ability project, the
Mindframe Initiative has expanded to
include a news Media Monitoring
Project?® to provide a baseline picture
of reporting in Australia and two crili-
cal reviews providing an update of the
world literature on suicide and the
news media,® and mental health and
illness and the news media®” It has
also established an online community
action site,?® developed resources for
journalists on reporting suicide and
mental illness?” and provided support
to the Mindframe Media and Mental
Health Project engaging journalists in
discussions about the complexities
involved in reporting the issues. New
work under the strategy has focused on
communicating the principles of
Mindframe to the mental health sec-
tor,” police,*! courts,* and expuanding
the focus of the Initiative to include the
portraval of suicide and mental illness
in film and television drama.”

Key Outcomes
and Achievements

Comprehensive documentation of
activities and objectives-based evalua-

tions were implemented over the pro-
ject's life to assess reach, awareness,
and use of project resources and the
perceived value of the resources from
the perspective of both leclurers and
students, Ten progress reports and a
final evaluation report between
January 2004 and December 2008 were
retrieved and reviewed. In particular,
statistics on the dissemination of pro-
ject resources, usage of the Web sile,
documentation on engagement with
universities in Australia, and evalua-
tion outcomes were analysed. An
empirical study of the project’s effects
on published journalism, conducted
from 2006 to 2007, revealed a positive
impact on the quality of published
journalism in the area of suicide and
mental illness reporting.®

Examination ol project reports for
the Response Ability Project for
Journalism Education from 2004-2008
demonstrates the willingness of jour-
nalism educators to engage with the
issues and to use the curriculum mate-
rials and Web-based resources. While
the resources are used throughout the
three years of a journalism or commu-
nications degree in Australia, they are
most commonly used in the second
year of a three-year degree. Consul-
tations with educators revealed that
the materials were most commonly
used in an ethics-related subject, but
also across subjects such as news writ-
ing, broadcas! journalism, health jour-
nalism, public relations, and introduc-
tory journalism subjects.

In addition to uptake of the
resources, journalism educators have
demonstrated a willingness to engage
with mental health professionals to
provide guest lectures for students
(with forty-five lectures provided
between 2005 and 2008). The project
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Web site also receives a steady stream
of visitors (average of 8,000 visitors per
month) with usage increasing during
universily semester times. The project
also sponsors an annual award for
excellence in student reporting of men-
tal health issues, which attracts entries
from across the country. Much such
journalism is also published, enhanc-
ing the standard of mental health
reporting,.

Feedback
Jrom Journalism Students

In addition to feedback and sup-
port the project receives from journal-
ism educators, evaluations siralegies
have been implemented since 2005 to
obtain feedback from journalism stu-
dents, The evaluation's objectives are
to assess opinions of journalism stu-
dents about the ways in which report-
ing suicide and mental illness are
raised in thaeir degree programs, and
how valuable they find the informa-
tion. Studies show that early opinions
aboul the relevance and importance of
these issues are likely to have an
impact on the reporting praclices of
these journalists when their training
ends.

To assess the views of journalism
students, two separate cva ions
have been conducted in recent years as
part of ongoing program evaluation,
and these are reported here. The [irst
evaluation surveyed the opinions of
postgraduate and undergraduate jour-
nalism students who received a guest
lecture from the project team between
2005 and 2008. They were asked to
comment on the Response Ability
materials for journalism education and
what impact (il any) exposure to these
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issues may have on their future careers.
The second evaluation considered
qualitative feedback from students who
had developed a feature article on a
mental health issue and sought their
feedback on any particular learning or
challenges experienced during the
process.

Quantitative Analysis
of Student Impressions

Between April 2005 and October
2008, forty-five guest lectures by men-
tal health professionals from the
Response Ability project team were
delivered at seventecn lertiary institu-
tions across all seven states and territo-
ries in Australia. Optional student sur-
veys were disseminated al the comple-
tion of twenty-four of these lectures.
Surveys asked students to rate whether
they agreed or disagreed with seven
statements on a ten-point scale assess-
ing inlerest, relevance, understanding,
confidence, impact, and interest in the
issues. Approximately 1,400 question-
naires were distributed, with a total of
445 received, representing a response
rate of approximately 32%.

Building on published evidence,”
combined results between 2005 and
2008 show that on average, students
attached quite high mean scores to
each of the statements made, indicaling
that they found the material interesting
and relevant to their studies. Ratings
also indicated that students believed
the sessions improved their under-
standing of the issues related to report-
ing suicide and mental illness, may
increase their confidence to develop a
story, and may have effects on the way
they develop stories in the future.
Several low scores were observed for a

number of items (reducing the mean
score for some items); however, each
statement received at least one rating of
ten. A summary of results is presented
in Table 1.

As suggested by the quantitative
dala, the majority of comments left by
students were positive, highlighting
the usefulness of the lectures or pro-
viding constructive comments about
expansion of the issues:

[ found this to be a very
informative process that chal-
lenged my thinking with
regards to mental health
issues.

[ felt that the session helped to
highlight the fact that we need
to move away from traditional
news values and consider our
role and responsibilities in a
social rather than commercial
context. [ think that sessions
like these are one of the ways
we can refine and develop
journalistic practices for the
better.

It would also be helpful for
lectures to show how broad-
cast journalists deal with
these issues,

Qualitative Analysis
of Student Opinions
about Stories

The evaluation process involved
collection of qualitative data from jour-
nalism students who had provided
entries in he Journalism Education
Association  QOssie  Awards  for
“Responsible Reporting of a Mental
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Table 1
STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS (N = 445)
Statement Mean Level Range
of Agreement of Scores
(Scale of 1 to 10)
‘The guest lecture which asked us to consider 8.6 6-10
issues involved in reporting suicide and mental
illness was interesting to me.
The information presented in the lecture is 8.6 4-10
relevant to my studies as a journalism student
The session has helped me develop a better 8.5 5-10
understanding of the issues related to reporting
on mental health, mental illness, and suicide.
After this session, I feel more confident in my 7.9 5-10
ability to develop accurate and sensitive news
or feature stories ahout suicide or a menlal health issue.
This session will have an elfect on how | B.2 2-10
develop news or feature stories (hal involve
mental illness or suicide in the future.
1 am interested in learning more about reporting 7.4 1-10

on mental health, mental illness, and suicide in the

Australian media.

Health Issuc” belween 2005 and 2007,
[nterviews were conducted with twen-
ty-two of the twenty-nine journalism
students who entered the award com-
petition. Students represented seven
university campuses in Australia, all of
which were known to the Response
Ability project. Interviews lasted
approximately ten to fifteen minutes,
and were recorded with the permission
of  each participant, transcribed, and
qualitative analysis performed to iden-
tify key themes. As outlined in pub-
lished research,” a number of key
issues and themes were raised in the
interviews and summarized briefly
below.
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Students indicated a number of
reasons why they chose to develop a
mental hiealth story, including person-
al experience of the issues, a desire to
highlight an important social issue, or
lo develop a story that challenged
the dominant frames about mental ill-
ness that often come through the mass
media, particularly around dangerous-
ness, unpredictability, or criminality.*?

I've had a family history of
mental health issues. My
mother's brother committed
suicide before I was born, and
there have heen family mem-
bers, including myself, who
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Mental Health and a range of resources
to assist journalists, journalism stu-
dents, and their teachers. These in-
clude the publication, “Fact or Fic-
tion?” which summarizes major issues
facing journalists, teaching noles to
assist educators, and other factual
resources including a list of useful pub-
lications. Copies of CD-ROMS are
available free to journalism educators
in Australia and have been provided on
a cost recovery hasis to educators in the
United States, the United Kingdom,
Nigeria, Malaysia, Bangladesh, and
New Zealand.

Conclusions

With an estimated one in four peo-
ple affected by mental illness at some
time in their life,* and suicide rates a
concern internationally, the need to
ensure that reporting of these issues
does minimal harm is transparent.
Many countries seek to improve news
media reporting by issuing guidelines
to assist journalists to be fair, balanced,
and ethical in reporting these matters,
but in Australia a landmark project has
taken this aspiration [urther.

By working together, mental health
educators and journalism educators
have contributed to an innovative cur-
riculum resource that seeks to influ-
ence the pre-professional educalion of
journalists and improve their skills in
this area. The Response Ability model,
developed and refined over more than
ten years, has contributed to the im-
proved reporting of mental illness and
suicide in Australia and has been taken
up in some form by all universities pro-
viding journalism education.

Given the universal nature of the
problem, it is argued that the solution
developed in Australia is easily modi-

fied to achieve similar results in the
United States and other developed
countries offering journalism educa-
tion.
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