
For Distribution to CPs

Lord Justice Leveson 
The Leveson Inqu iry  
Royal Courts o f Justice 
Strand
London WC2A 2LL

PSYCH
ROYAL COLLEGE OF
PSYCHIATRISTS

November 30, 2011

Dear Lord Justice Leveson,

T he  cuE ture , p rac tices ,, a n d  e th ic s  o f  th e  p re ss :
R e p o rtin g  o f  cases in v o lv in g  m e n ta l h e a lth  p a t ie n ts

I am w riting  to  express the Royal College o f Psychiatrists' concern about press 
reporting o f cases involving vulnerable individuals, in particu lar adult forensic 
mental health patients and children, and to request th a t you r Inqu iry  consider 
examining these reporting practices.

Our evidence is re levant to  the  question posed fo llow ing the sem inars run by 
your Inqu iry  in October as to  "w hether, and if so why, the press should be 
subject to  any additional constraints in relation to  behaviour and standards, fo r 
example relating to  accuracy, trea tm en t o f vu lnerable individuals, in trusion, 
financial reporting or reporting on crime, o ther than those imposed by existing 
laws."

We have a general concern th a t the press. In particu la r tabloid newspapers, 
rarely gives a balanced account o f issues relating to  m ental illness and 
individuals w ith  m ental health problems when they are in the  headlines. I t  is 
routine fo r pe jora tive  and stigm atising language to  be used when describing 
these issues, a p rom inent example being The Sun's 'Bonkers Bruno' s to ry from  
Septem ber 2003, which it was forced to  rewrite  fo llow ing com plaints from  the 
public and mental health charities. This increases the vu lnerab ility  o f those w ith 
mental health problems in setting them  apart, as 'o th e r ' and 'm ad ', whereas we 
know tha t one in fou r people will experience a mental health problem at some 
point in th e ir  lives and they  deserve the same respect and understanding as 
someone w ith  a physical health problem.

In addition, some newspapers have scant regard fo r the  psychological im pact on 
individuals and th e ir  fam ilies who are subject to  the  unwanted a ttentions o f the 
press, such as the  Dowler fam ily.

There are tw o groups o f mental health patients who are frequently  subject to 
v ilification in the press, namely adult forensic m ental health patients and 
children, who are som etim es also high profile because o f the  offences they have 
com m itted. Forensic psychiatry is a specialty which helps m entally disordered 
people who are a risk to  the public, and forensic psychiatrists w ork w ith some of
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the most damaged and vulnerable individuals in our society. I  enciose detailed 
evidence provided by members o f the College on the  reporting o f cases invoiving 
adult patients, which shows th a t breaches o f the  Editors' Code o f Practice, 
particu larly in re la tion to  accuracy, privacy, harassm ent and hospitals, are far 
from  uncommon. Such reporting tends to be partial and ill-in form ed. Moreover, 
doctors have no righ t o f appeal against it, and cannot speak out because o f the ir 
duty o f con fiden tia lity  to  the ir patients and restrictions tha t may be imposed on 
them  by th e ir  Trust.

Our submission includes examples o f jou rna lis ts  a ttem pting  to obtain jobs under 
false pretences, hounding psychiatrists fo llow ing Serious Untoward Incidents, 
regardless o f the qua lity  o f care they provided, and intruding on psychiatrists ' 
privacy at th e ir home addresses, causing extrem e distress both to  them  and to 
the ir fam ilies. Dr Janet Parrott, Chair o f our Faculty o f Forensic Psychiatry, 
describes the  general teno r o f reporting as 'de roga to ry  and m isinform ed about 
the expectations and powers o f psychiatric services and ... com m only 
personalised In a v ind ic tive  way'.

When fu lle r in form ation comes to light at a la ter date, perhaps requiring an 
apology from  the  newspaper concerned, it is rare fo r such an apology to be as 
prom inent as the articles which prompted it. I t  is also the case th a t new 
developments in a case which exonerate the doctor concerned may not be 
reported a t all. Further, inaccurate and damaging press reports remain on the 
in ternet in perpe tu ity , continuously damaging the reputation o f the individual(s) 
concerned. This is another issue th a t in our view  requires urgent a ttention.

We are also concerned about the media reporting o f cases Involving children and 
young people, including those who have com m itted serious crimes. Press 
articles regularly re fe r to  these children, who are them selves vulnerable and 
damaged individuals, in disrespectful, derogatory, frequen tly  demonising ways, 
failing to recognise th e ir vu lnerab ility  and to  consider sensitively the harm they 
have them selves suffered. Examples include the Daily Mail re ferring to the 
young brothers in the  Ediington case as 'young m onsters - aged 11 and 12' 
(January 22, 2010).

Indeed, the UK is known internationally fo r its often negative press reporting of 
children. In 2008, the  Ul\l Com m ittee on the Rights o f the Child, in its 
Concluding Observations report on the UK's compliance w ith  the Ul\l Convention 
on the Rights o f the  Child, recommended th a t the  UK governm ent should take 
action in th is  area to :

a. Better pro tect children against d iscrim ination by urgently  dealing w ith the 
intolerance and negative stereotypes o f children and young people in 
society and in the  media.

b. Do more to  respect the  privacy o f children in the  media, and especially to 
avoid publicly sham ing children. This should be done in partnership w ith 
the media.

Unicef and the In te rna tiona l Federation of Journalists (IFJ) have both developed 
principles and guidelines fo r reporting which concerns children which recognise 
children's essential developm ental vu lnerab ility  and the fact th a t extra care and 
consideration should be given to reporting o f and about children.
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The Unicef guidelines are specifically fo r reporting cases involving a t-risk  
children, and set out the  core principles which should govern th is, toge ther w ith 
best practice guidelines fo r interview ing children and reporting th a t involves 
them . These sta te  th a t 'th e  d ign ity and rights o f every child are to  be respected 
in every circum stance ' and th a t no s to ry or image should be published 'which 
m ight put the child, siblings or peers at risk even when identities are changed, 
obscured or not used'.

They also state th a t reporting should 'n o t fu rth e r stigm atise any child; avoid 
categorisations or descriptions th a t expose a child to negative reprisals -  
including additional psychological harm, or to  lifelong abuse, d iscrim ination or 
rejection by th e ir local com m unities.'
f h ttp ://w w w .un ice f.o rg /m ed ia /m ed ia  tools Q uideiines.htm l)

The IFJ guidelines, developed in 1998, include the need 'to  avoid the  use of 
stereotypes and sensational presentation to  prom ote jou rna lis tic  material 
involving ch ildren ', and 'to  consider carefully the consequences of publication o f 
any m ateria l concerning children and the need to m inim ise harm to  ch ild ren.' 
f h ttp ://w w w .ifi.o rq /en /a rtic les /ch ild rens-riah ts -and -m ed ia -au ide iines-and " 
p rinc ip les-fo r-reporting-on-issues-invo iv inq-ch ild ren)

The Editors' Code o f Practice, while containing im portan t guidance on some 
aspects o f reporting involving children, includes nothing about the  nature and 
quality o f the  reporting , and no recognition o f the  im pact th a t certain types of 
reporting can have on a child's psychological health and well-being. The Unicef 
and IFJ guidelines could be used as a basis fo r review ing the Editors' Code of 
Practice on Children in the ligh t o f the UN Com m ittee 's recomm endations and 
the concerns o f many professionals who w ork w ith  children.

In conclusion, the College believes tha t the  media reporting o f children and 
mental health patients, as set out in th is  le tte r and in our supporting evidence, 
not only breaches the Code o f Practice but also fa lls well short o f 'th e  highest 
ethical and professional standards', which should be the  ob jective o f responsible 
and w ell-in form ed reporting and which your Inqu iry  seeks to encourage.

I very much hope th a t you will consider these issues during your Inqu iry . The 
College would be pleased to  assist th is process in any way th a t would be helpful.

Yours sincerely.

Professor Sue Bailey 
QBE, FRCPsych 
P re s id e n t

Enc: Royal College o f  Psychiatrists supplem entary evidence to the Leveson 
Inqu iry , to be read alongside th is letter.
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