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↑What is “already known” in this topic: 

In the field of health, attitudes and beliefs play a crucial role in 

the persistence of mental illness stigma. Some of the recent 

advancements in public acceptance of mental illness can be the 

result of media exposure to mental health issues; thus, media 

can play an important educational role in shaping public 

attitudes toward the field of mental health and psychiatry.   
 

→What this article adds: 

The performance of psychiatric residents will be improved if 

they understand their professional values in addition to the 

behaviors of journalists who belong to a different world of 

values. As a result, improving the media literacy of psychiatry 

residents can assist them with the purpose of reducing false 

beliefs about mental illnesses in society. Workshops can help 

psychiatric residents to be familiarized with the media.  
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Abstract 
    Background: Negative public perceptions of mental diseases and even therapists are among the most important obstacles to 

patients' therapeutic progress. Such attitudes are constructed by cultural and social structures. Through continuous reproducing and 

representing these attitudes, the media can strengthen the negative attitudes toward mental patients. On the other hand, the critical 

representation of social and cultural clichés in the media can reduce mental illness stigma. Psychiatrists should interact with the media 

regarding their concerns about mental illness stigma to achieve this goal; as a result, they must learn how to communicate with the 

media. 

   Methods: A 5-day workshop was designed and implemented with the participation of 11 facilitators and 16 psychiatry residents 

from five universities in Iran. Then, a focus group session was held. 

   Results: According to the results of the quantitative data analysis, the trainees prefer online media over traditional media, implying 

that they prefer interactive media platforms. Before the workshop, the trainees had believed that media coverage of psychiatry is biased 

and erroneous and that they should oversee the entire process of health content development by journalists. Besides, they were also 

interested in communicating with society. After the workshop, the focus group interview showed that the participating psychiatry 

residents felt that this activity improved their media literacy, enhanced their skills at interacting with the media, and encouraged them 

to interact more with the media in the future on health-related issues. 

   Conclusion: Residents in psychiatry have a higher tendency for communicating with the media in the field of mental health in 

general. They stated that they needed to engage in the creation of popular mental health content. 
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Introduction 

Nowadays, many researchers release their findings only 

through peer-reviewed journals, and it is not common 

among them to communicate scientific outcomes via mass 

and online media. Mass media are "the content indus-

tries," which are distinguished by "one to many central-

ized addresses, standardized content, and high capital 
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costs," including television (TV) & radio, newspapers, 

magazines, et cetera (1). Online media (like websites, 

blogs, search engines, and mobile applications) include all 

Internet-based communication platforms, which are non-

linear, multifaceted, and nonhierarchical, with a high pos-

sibility of interaction (2). Because of the potential oppor-

tunity to create 2-way direct communication with the pub-

lic, online media can improve the relationship between 

psychiatrists and society and reduce mental diseases stig-

ma; however, many psychiatrists believe that the media 

outlets are not often beneficial or even can have adverse 

effects on their educational careers (3). Another reason 

that psychiatrists are not willing to use social media pro-

fessionally is because of the doctor-patient boundaries in 

psychiatry, which can be considered by educating psy-

chiatrists on the professional use of various media (4). The 

role and manner in which scientists communicate with the 

media and the general public have altered as a result of 

historical and societal changes, as well as changes in 

communication settings (5). Therefore, there is an increas-

ing number of people who ask scientists to be involved in 

scientific and health debates (6).  

The internet, on the other hand, has profoundly altered 

numerous media outlets as well as people's media con-

sumption patterns (5). It means that online media share a 

huge amount of information from a variety of sources with 

their audiences and eliminate the barriers to access to in-

formation significantly (2). In modern life surrounded by 

online information, communication skills should be con-

sidered one of the most important priorities of scientists; 

unfortunately, many scientists are reluctant to communi-

cate with the general public. It is almost difficult for them 

to be heard among different kinds of social media; howev-

er, adopting appropriate strategies can help them to en-

gage with the public and participate in at least science-

related policymaking processes (7). This kind of commu-

nication training has been suggested to professional scien-

tists and also graduate and undergraduate students (8, 9). 

Likewise, we can expect a significant influence of science 

in society by developing efficient interactions between 

scientists and the public (10).  

A study in the USA showed that people were interested 

to use the internet and television to reach scientific news 

and information (8, 11). Another study stated that about 

87% of the American population used the internet to ob-

tain scientific knowledge and 80% of them used it for in-

creasing their health information (12, 13). The literature 

review indicates that there is considerable relevance be-

tween efficient health media communication and patients' 

well-being (14). Moreover, many research reports are 

suggesting that scientists, participating in communication 

training workshops, are interested in receiving more 

courses and communicating with the media (15-17). Other 

studies have revealed the scientists' willingness to com-

municate with the media despite their many challenges 

(18).  

Gallup and BBG (Broadcasting Board of Governors) 

suggested that national TV is the main source of infor-

mation, and satellite TV and the internet are in the second 

and third places in Iran, respectively (19). Recent studies 

show that social media can be considered the second 

source of information after TV (20), and 66% of Iranians 

use at least one of the most popular social media plat-

forms, including Telegram (62%), Instagram (32.2%), and 

WhatsApp (25%) (21). Furthermore, some recent ad-

vancements in public acceptance of mental illness can be 

the result of media exposure to mental health issues, thus, 

media can play an important educational role in shaping 

public attitudes toward the field of mental health and psy-

chiatry (22).  

In the field of health, attitudes and beliefs play a crucial 

role in the persistence of mental illness stigma. An Iranian 

study indicated that the major barriers that promote mental 

health stigma in Iran include the universality of stigma, 

beliefs, attitudes, lack of awareness, mental health provid-

ers (professional psychiatrists, psychoanalysts, etc.), cul-

tural barriers, up to down power structures and policy-

makers, and insufficient financial resources (23). 

The purpose of this study was to teach junior psychiatry 

residents how to communicate with the media and audi-

ences outside of the academic setting, and to assess their 

attitude changes through a focus group session on the 

workshop's final day. Theories of communication, learn-

ing how to explain complicated scientific knowledge to 

lay audiences through concise writing, how to record, 

construct, and publish a scientific podcast, and how to 

conduct an effective interview with a journalist were 

among the tasks covered throughout the workshop. This 

type of training has received little attention in Iran's sci-

ence communication literature. Thus, the present study is 

an attempt to fill this gap by evaluating the impact of 

training on the changing attitude of psychiatry residents in 

this regard.  

 

Methods 

The present study concentrated on the importance of re-

ducing mental illness stigma and promoting the patients' 

mental health. For this purpose, we decided to improve the 

media literacy of psychiatry residents and allow them to 

communicate with the media and society. Therefore, a 5-

day workshop (30 hours) was planned, which aimed to 

improve the theoretical and practical foundations of psy-

chiatrists' communication with the public via the media. 

To achieve this goal, the first day of the workshop was 

allocated to speak about the characteristics of audiences 

who seek scientific content in the media, doctor-patient 

relationships, and the mental illness stigma. On the second 

day, we strived to present a precise image of the media 

logic by considering such topics as the media representa-

tion of mental illnesses, and a short review of the health 

communication theories, as well as the communication 

theories.  It is also worth mentioning that the facilitators 

were mostly academics on the first two days of the work-

shop. On the third and fourth days, the participating psy-

chiatry residents were trained in how to produce content 

and interact with the media. The facilitators in these two 

days were professional health journalists, TV & radio pro-

ducers, and anchors. On the final day, controversial issues, 

such as potential conflict of interest between health jour-

nalists and psychiatrists, fake news (masterfully manipu-
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lated to look like credible journalistic reports), and pseu-

doscience (a collection of statements, beliefs, or practices 

erroneously regarded as scientific) were raised. The con-

versations about the complexities of relations between 

journalists and the medical community were propounded 

to empower the psychiatry residents on how to interact 

with both the media and society. The closing day was 

conducted jointly with the participation of academic and 

professional facilitators. Meanwhile, the psychiatry resi-

dents found the opportunity to discuss the representation 

of mental health images in Iranian media, and the chal-

lenges, which may arise when communicating mental 

health to society. 

 In total, 11 facilitators, including psychiatrists, science 

and health journalists, and professors of communication 

sciences, took part in the workshop. There was already a 

great amount of correspondence with the medical univer-

sity chancellors in Tehran (Iran) and some adjacent cities 

to select the participants. Then, the heads of psychiatric 

departments were requested to select psychiatry residents. 

Ultimately, 16 psychiatry residents from five medical uni-

versities were selected and invited to participate in this 

study by invitation letters, which were sent to directors of 

the psychiatric departments. They were informed that par-

ticipation is voluntary and they can choose to take part in 

the workshop as a part of their 3-month community psy-

chiatry course. 

On the first day of the workshop, all the trainees were 

asked to fill in a 2-part questionnaire. The first part con-

tained questions about their media consumption habits and 

demographic characteristics. The trainees were asked how 

frequently they use the media. They could pick the answer 

from a 5-part spectrum—every day, at least once a week, 

at least once a month, rarely, and never. The media con-

sumption habits were assessed and the participants were 

divided into the following three groups: low, average, and 

high consumption. They were assigned to the high con-

sumption group if they reported using a media platform 

every day; the average consumption group was assigned 

to them if they reported using a media platform at least 

once a week and once a month, and the low media con-

sumption group was assigned to them if they reported 

using a media platform rarely or never. The trainees' opin-

ions toward media coverage of medical issues, communi-

cating with the media, and communication with society 

were assessed in the second part of the questionnaire. 

They specified their attitudes on a 5-part Likert scale—

ranged from very agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and very 

disagree. Each indicator was assessed through seven 

items. 

 Because of the limited sample size (N = 16), a focus 

group interview (FGI) was made to evaluate the different 

aspects of the workshop. The workshop aimed to create a 

curriculum focused on the participants' attitude and 

knowledge changes (the first three days), and practical 

work (the last two days). Therefore, the focus group ses-

sion drew attention to the knowledge, attitude, and skill 

changes of the residents during training. All the psychiatry 

residents were present in the focus group session; howev-

er, the facilitators did not participate to avoid bias inter-

ference. An executive team member, who had not taken 

part in the workshop, ran the focus group.  

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the FGI. This 

method identifies and analyzes the patterns (themes) with-

in the data. It organizes and subtly describes the data (24). 

Because the present study included plenty of details and 

complexity of data, this method was chosen as the most 

proper way for data analysis (25). Therefore, the codes 

were expanded to identify the themes and then, as a classi-

fier, link the data for the next analysis (26). MAXQDA 

10.0 was used to accomplish the process of coding in three 

phases. At first, we attached descriptive codes to the text 

and then related them to each other to create abstract con-

cepts. Finally, the interpretive codes were connected to 

build more abstract concepts. We called them pervasive 

codes. 

 

Results 

A total of 16 psychiatry residents attended the 5-day 

workshop. Also, 56.3% (n = 9) of the participants were 

women and 43.8% (n = 7) were men, with an age range of 

29 to 48 years. The duration of psychiatric residency in 

Iran is four years and most of the participating residents 

were in the second and third years of their training. Table 

1 summarizes the results. It indicates that the psychiatry 

residents use mass media and online media simultaneous-

ly; however, the percentage of online media usage is re-

markably high. 

As shown, the trainees used news websites (93.75%) 

more than other media platforms. None of the participants 

used radio programs. Online search engines and TV are in 

the next place with 87.5% and 43.75%, respectively. 

Among the mass media, the residents used TV (43.75) 

more than the others. To extract more interpretation out of 

the data, the media were stratified into mass media and 

online media (internet-based media), and the trainees were 

categorized into low, moderate, and high consumption. 

As indicated in Table 2, of the trainees, 87.5% used 

 

Table 1. Percentage of media consumption habits of trainees 

Media/ consumption Everyday At least once a week At least once a month Rarely Never Total 

TV 43.7 37.5 6.2 12.5 0.0 100 
Radio 0.0 37.5 12.5 37.5 12.5 100 
News paper 6.2 31.2 25 37.5 0.0 100 
Pop science magazines 12.5 25 31.2 31.2 0.0 100 
News websites 93.7 0.0 6.2 0.0 0.0 100 
Blogs 25 62.5 6.2 6.2 0.0 100 
Social media 20 53.3 20 6.7 0.0 100 
Search engines 87.5 0.0 0.0 12.5 0.0 100 
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online media every day (high consumption), and none of 

them said they never or rarely used it (low consumption), 

although their mass media consumption patterns were 

quite different. Only 25% of the trainees used mass media 

every day (high consumption). Most of them moderately 

used mass media, which varied from at least once a week 

to at least once a month. This amount for online media 

was about 12%.  

The attitudes of psychiatry residents toward the media 

coverage of mental health, communicating with the media, 

and communicating with the society were evaluated 

through a Likert-scale questionnaire. Table 2 shows that 

psychiatry residents have a negative attitude toward the 

media coverage of mental health issues. Also, the majority 

of participants reported a moderate attitude toward com-

municating with the media, showing their lack of familiar-

ity with the role of media. However, all of them had a 

positive attitude toward communicating with society; thus, 

from their point of view, communicating with society is 

not an unprofessional behavior or unnecessary action. 

This shows the importance of promoting media literacy 

among psychiatrists. From their point of view, these ac-

tions may help them to communicate with society more 

effectively.  

Table 3 shows that the trainees had a negative view of 

the media coverage of medical issues. Also, the mean ob-

tained for communicating with the media (2.7) was less 

than the average (3), which means that the trainees did not 

believe in a balanced relationship with journalists. From 

their perspective, the process of health content production 

in media needs to be controlled by them and not by the 

journalists. In comparison with the other two indicators, 

communicating with society is more favorable for resi-

dents. In addition to the primary assessment, an FGI ses-

sion was held. All participants declared their experiences 

of the workshop during the FGI session. The viewpoints 

of the participants were classified into three clusters of 

positive points, including knowledge improvement, attitu-

dinal change, and strengthening of media skills. The 

summary of the FGI session is outlined in Table 4. 

 

Knowledge Improvement  

The participants agreed that they obtained a good deal 

of information about media and communication. One of 

the participants mentioned: "As a psychiatrist, I learned 

how to use media, and if I want to be heard, I know the 

rules and principles." Although some participants in their 

evaluations pointed out that they were confronted with 

some unnecessary and pointless information as well: "It 

was not essential to learn theoretically-orientated con-

tents." Some participants believed that this workshop had 

a positive effect on improving their knowledge about me-

dia: "On the first day of the workshop, the title on the 

board 'Promoting media literacy of psychiatry residents' 

made me feel awkward but now I believe that the title was 

exactly right and my media literacy was not efficient. I 

feel privileged for taking all this information." 

 

Attitude Changes  

All participants were unanimous that the workshop was 

not merely assigned to give information; rather it also 

aimed to change the attitudes of psychiatry residents to-

ward media. One of the participants said, "I did not use 

any kind of social network such as Telegram.  I was think-

ing that it is time wasting and instead I can read books; 

however, during this workshop, I've changed my mind and 

I decided to install Telegram. This workshop motivated 

me on how to get my scientific messages across." 

Some participants believed that the workshop modified 

their attitudes toward different groups of audiences, and 

consequently, brought their attention to the crucial role of 

psychiatrists in society. In this regard, a participant said, 

"During the workshop, I learned about the public opinion 

concepts, and now I know how to influence the public 

opinion". He also added: "This workshop helped me to 

obtain a better understanding of society and how to be 

more effective at a macro-level and provide psycho-social 

education for the general population."   

Another participant stated, "This workshop assisted me 

to alter my opinion toward using media for my profes-

sional purposes and I learned how to speak with the gen-

eral public understandably." The qualitative feedback 

from the participants indicated that before the workshop, 

almost none of them had a precise view of the role of me-

dia in their profession. 

 

Strengthening Media Skills  

In addition to the theoretical content, the workshop in-

cluded skill-focused training. This section trained the par-

ticipants to communicate with the media more effectively. 

One of the participants mentioned, "The last two days of 

the workshop focused on practical work; for instance, how 

to be prepared for a TV interview, and how to deal with 

the consequences of your interview". He added, "This 

kind of training can be useful for your professional career 

and may help you to have satisfactory experiences with 

the media."  

A few of the participants declared that the workshop 

was notably useful in writing scientific content in the me-

Table 2. Stratification of the trainees’ media consumption habits 
based on mass media or online media 

Consumption habits of 

trainee�
� 

Mass �����
� Online �����

	 

Low consumption 18.75% 0 
Moderate  consumption 56.25% 12.50% 

High consumption 25% 87.50% 
a. If trainees reported using a media platform every day, they were ranked in 

the high consumption group; at least once a week and once a month were 

ranked as the average consumption, and rarely and never were put in the low 

media consumption group. 

b. TV & Radio, newspapers, pop science magazines were categorized as mass 

media. 

c. News websites, blogs, social media, and search engines were categorized as 

online media. 

Table 3. Mean distribution of the trainees’ attitudes toward the 

media coverage of medical issues, and communicating with the 
media, and society 

 
���	����
� Mean 

Media coverage of medical issues 2.1 

Communicating with media 2.7 
Communicating with society 3.7 

a. Each indicator was assessed through 7 items.   
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dia. Moreover, it aroused the participants' interest in sci-

ence journalism activities. One of the psychiatry residents 

said, "In these few days, I called one of my friends who is 

a columnist and is interested in mental health stigma. I had 

many questions about what exactly she was doing?!" 

Almost all participants believed that the workshop has 

taken the first steps to help them to communicate with the 

general public. The workshop stressed delivering scien-

tific content to the general public and how the participants 

can apply it for stigma reduction purposes. One of the 

participants pointed out, "The workshop was very useful 

for me, and if my grandmother does not understand what 

I'm saying, then nobody would." 

Furthermore, some of the participants agreed that the 

workshop was tailored intelligently, and all the theoretical 

and practical parts were related reasonably. One of them 

said, "I'm fascinated by all the topics and I wonder how all 

of them can be related to my future work as a psychia-

trist." Another participant stated, "The arrangement of 

presenting topics was masterly planned, and my questions 

were answered exactly in the last two days of the work-

shop." 

 

Discussion 

Media, as one of the most influential factors, can affect 

setting our agenda and framing our beliefs about health, 

disease, and death (26). Based on magic bullet and culti-

vation theories, some beliefs and attitudes may be planted 

or formed in the human mind via the influence of the me-

dia (27), implying the critical role of the media in some 

dimensions of our lives.  

Recent studies show that the media are the primary 

source of information about mental disorders (28, 29), 

such that even university students, as an educated group of 

society, obtain the bulk of their knowledge about mental 

illnesses from the media (19). Moreover, evidence indi-

cates that the media depiction of mental illnesses is ag-

gressive and negative. Studies of past decades suggest that 

the media portray people with mental illnesses as being 

dangerous (20, 30). On the other hand, research findings 

are pointing to the positive role of media in reducing the 

stigma of mental illness. Hoffner, for example, reported a 

person with obsessive-compulsive disorder on a TV show, 

and it was later shown that this program was beneficial in 

eliminating the stigma associated with mental diseases 

(21). Corrigan found that when media outlets tell stories 

about the recovery of people with mental illnesses; this, in 

turn, reduces the mental illness stigma. If they provide 

precise information about mental illnesses, then people 

may show more eagerness to follow these stories (23). 

Various studies have underlined the importance of im-

proving people's mental health literacy and its effective-

ness in different aspects of mental health. Another exam-

ple can be found in a study by Levine. In this study, peo-

ple who were aware of the influence of media on their 

weight had a better understanding of their physical condi-

Table 4. Positive points of the workshop from the trainees’ ����
� 

Persuasive codes  Interpretive codes Descriptive codes 

Knowledge improvement Understanding the nature of media  Different nature of scientific facts 

and media facts 

 Media needs hot news 

Understanding different approaches to-
ward communicating with media 

 Different actors with different point 

of views 

  

Providing basic information to have effec-

tive communication with media 
 Basic rules in journalism 

 Know basics about audiences 

Attitude changes Utilizing social media for professional 

purposes 
 Proper psychiatric content for me-

dia is necessary 

 Necessity of interaction with media 

and audiences 
Learning to be a social activist not a pas-

sive psychiatrist 
 Being a citizen along with being a 

psychiatrist 

 Communicating with society as an 

accountable psychiatrist 

Practical efforts to understand the func-
tions of media 

 Media's role in health promotion 

 

Strengthening media skills Learning strategies to deal with media  Preparation for a TV interview 

 Learning how to choose proper me-

dia to communicate 
Learning strategies to avoid unpleasant 

experiences with media 
 Learning how to face challenging 

questions 

 Learning how to reject an interview 

Learning how to write scientific content 

for media 
 Enable to search and evaluate me-

dia content 

 Learning how to translate psychia-

try to lay people's language 

Learning how to deliver scientific content 

to various groups of lay people 
 Learning how to choose proper 

platform for my massage 

 Categorizing scientific content for 

different publics. 
a. Table 4 summarizes the trainees’ point of views about the effects of workshop on their knowledge, attitudes and skills to engage with the media. 
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tion and self-esteem and were less affected by eating dis-

orders (31). Promoting media literacy helps people to 

think critically (32). 

The present study was performed to increase the media 

literacy of psychiatry residents. The majority of partici-

pants were unanimous that they learned how to use media 

potentials to reduce mental illness stigma. This finding is 

in agreement with the results of other studies, including 

the study of Poliakoff and Webb on the empowerment of 

scientists to communicate with the public (17), Austin et 

al on increasing youths' health media literacy (33), and 

Bergsma and Carney on the effectiveness of health-

promoting media literacy education (34). 

Furthermore, more interactions between the media and 

mental health professionals can be effective in reducing 

negative attitudes toward mental illnesses. A review of the 

literature (35) put stress on two major solutions: (a) media 

workers should be trained to develop a more precise im-

age of mental illnesses, and (b) mental health profession-

als must be equipped more practically and effectively with 

media literacy. Therefore, the media and mental health 

professionals have to come to a mutual understanding. In 

this case, a more accurate depiction of mental illnesses 

can be presented in the media. If scientists think of an 

effective way of communicating with people, more valid 

and authentic knowledge is expected to be available to the 

public (10). Similarly, the results of the present study 

showed that psychiatry residents had a pessimistic view of 

the media coverage of mental health issues. They were 

also keen to gain media communication skills to better 

communicate with society, in the hopes of decreasing the 

prevalent stigma associated with mental diseases, which 

they see as a critical setback in Iran (3). 

The views of psychiatry residents in the FGI session 

were divided into three categories. The participants veri-

fied their knowledge improvement during this workshop, 

obtaining knowledge about the nature of the media and 

how to communicate with them. Additionally, they stated 

that their attitudes toward themselves have changed from 

a passive psychiatrist to a social activist who can use me-

dia as a means for professional purposes. Moreover, the 

participants reported that the workshop provided them 

with basic skills for communicating with the media and 

producing effective content for media audiences.  

The findings of Jorm revealed that there is a considera-

ble difference between the opinion of mental health pro-

fessionals and laypeople toward mental health issues. This 

study recommends educating journalists to improve their 

mental health literacy (36). Also, Corrigan reported the 

crucial role of media in reducing stigma and promoting 

mental health (37). A comprehensive study by Stute 

showed the influence of media on public opinion about 

mental illnesses (29). On the contrary, media practitioners 

believe that mental health professionals are not willing to 

participate in the production of TV programs.  

The present study had several limitations that should be 

taken into consideration. Only 16 psychiatric residents 

participated in this research. Also, there was no control 

group, quantitative/standardized results were minimal, and 

the workshop addressed only TV, pop science magazines, 

and social media, but not radio and books as other forms 

of mass media. Furthermore, the workshop did not meas-

ure additional outcomes (eg, whether the workshop led to 

actual changes in any media portrayals of or public atti-

tudes toward mental illnesses). Finally, the results were 

limited to Iran. Having no control group and a small sam-

ple size made it impossible to utilize more extensive 

and/or quantitative pre- and postworkshop assessments. 

Thus, the generalizability of the findings should be dealt 

with cautiously. 

 

Conclusion 

According to the results of the present study, it is as-

sumed that the performance of psychiatric residents will 

be improved if they understand their professional values 

in addition to the behaviors of journalists who belong to a 

different world of values. As a result, improving the media 

literacy of psychiatry residents can assist them with the 

purpose of reducing false beliefs about mental illnesses in 

society.  

The focus group results indicated that such workshops 

can help psychiatric residents to be familiarized with the 

media. Although there are always conflicts of interest be-

tween journalists and psychiatrists, especially on contro-

versial issues, increasing the interactions between mental 

health professionals and the media can create an oppor-

tunity for psychiatrists to challenge nonscientific content 

in the media regarding mental health issues. 
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