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To the Editor: Several studies have
identified low levels of mental health
literacy in the general population.
People often lack knowledge of psy-
chiatric concepts or may have their
own explanations of mental illness
(1). Media both influence and reflect
popular culture, and therefore, me-
dia analysis can be a useful tool to
help us understand public percep-
tions. Previous studies have reported
high rates of inaccurate and negative
portrayals of schizophrenia in health
news. Moreover, articles about
non–health-related issues use the
terms “schizophrenia” and “schizo-
phrenic” metaphorically or in slang
expressions.

To investigate these issues, we per-
formed a content analysis (2) of arti-
cles published in 2007 and 2008 by
the largest Brazilian national newspa-
per Folha de São Paulo. An electron-
ic search included the terms “schizo-
phrenia,” “schizophrenic,” “psychotic
episode,” “psychosis,” and “psychot-
ic.” Metaphorical usage was analyzed
by a method adapted from a previous
study (3).

Of 687 identified articles, 219 ful-
filled the inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria. Seventy-five (34%) addressed
health issues and stories involving af-
fected individuals, and 144 (66%)
used the terms out of the medical
context. Health news presented rele-
vant information on genetic factors,
the risk of drug-induced psychosis,
and the benefits of psychotropic
medications. However, another nine
articles disseminated inaccurate in-
formation—for example, schizo-
phrenia was associated with multiple
personality—and the complexity of
the disorder was not discussed.
Three articles about individuals’ sto-
ries described community integra-
tion. Seventeen focused on crimes
allegedly committed by people with
schizophrenia, and only one of these
articles put the risk of violence into
perspective.

The 144 articles that used the
terms out of the medical context were

more stigmatizing. Sixty-nine (48%)
used the terms literally, and 75 (52%)
used them metaphorically. Literal
uses were noted in 37 fiction reviews,
14 common and inaccurate descrip-
tions of schizophrenia, seven pejora-
tive labels, and four comic expres-
sions. Metaphorical meanings of
these terms referred to contradiction,
incoherence, splitting or multiplicity,
oscillation, lack of reality, obsession,
withdrawal, indecision, aggression,
authoritarianism, peculiarity, inter-
mediate state, creativity, transforma-
tion, and boldness. Approximately
80% of the metaphors (60 of 75) had
a negative connotation.

One difference between our analy-
sis and previous studies is that we
identified metaphors with positive
connotations (14 of 75, 19%), which
associated schizophrenia terms with
creativity, multiplicity, aggressive-
ness, and uniqueness of art. The
metaphorical references to multi-
plicity and aggression had both neg-
ative and positive connotations. Al-
though the analogy between schizo-
phrenia and artistic creativity was
presented in the newspaper articles
as an attractive idea, this association
may suggest that only people with
schizophrenia who have extraordi-
nary talents will be accepted by soci-
ety (4) or that medical treatment is
unnecessary. (One metaphor [1%]
had a neutral connotation.)

Folha de São Paulo disseminated
information that may promote men-
tal health literacy; however, the stig-
matizing messages may have over-
shadowed the positive ones. The
analyses identified misconceptions
and concerns that should be eluci-
dated; for example, some news re-
ports of criminal activities demand-
ed that psychiatrists predict and pre-
vent violent behavior.

Metaphorical usage can be dis-
tressing for affected individuals and
families (1). Furthermore, use of
terms pejoratively or to comic effect
can be interpreted as disrespectful.
It is not possible to control the use of
medical language, and press censor-
ship is unacceptable. The goal
should be to change public percep-
tions of schizophrenia with antistig-

ma campaigns, until the jokes and
slang expressions no longer work.
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HHoonngg  KKoonngg  PPhhyyssiicciiaannss’’
VViieewwss  oonn  WWhhoo  SShhoouulldd
TTrreeaatt  MMiilldd  DDeepprreessssiioonn

To the Editor: Hong Kong’s health
care system is pluralistic: an individ-
ual can consult any private physician,
including a specialist, for an illness.
Currently, primary care in Hong
Kong is provided mainly by physi-
cians in private practice (solo practi-
tioners, group practices similar to
health maintenance organizations,
and general outpatient clinics in pri-
vate hospitals), and not all of these
physicians have specialty training in
family medicine. Physicians in various
specialties have diverse training expe-
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