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ABSTRACT
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Mental health functions as the basis of everyday life and is a certain area of interest in the media. The
media can also maintain negative beliefs about mental health. Common meanings of mental health are
produced in a social context through language use. This process is thus important in understanding and
shaping the world around us. This thesis examines the discourses of mental health in tabloid texts and
comments published in 2024. The online editions (197 articles) of two British papers, the Daily Mail and
the Daily Mirror, and a small sample of reader comments were analysed using critical discourse analysis
and tools of corpus linguistics.

The most frequent lexical words in the tabloid articles were observed, and the strongest collocates of
the phrase mental health were examined to detect patterns of use. Based on the analysis of frequency
and collocation, four main discourses of mental health could arguably be identified. These are mental
illness has negative effects, mental health is negotiated, mental illness can be managed, and mental
health needs support. The discourses did not occur separately but interacted with each other in the
tabloid articles. Similar discourses were used by the commenters, who could also challenge the texts.
A discussion of the social context aimed to explain the occurrence of these discourses in the tabloids.

The discourses of mental health in the data create several meanings but vary in frequency. Mostly these
meanings concern mental iliness, not well-being, and produce negative associations of mental health.
Consequently, this thesis encourages conscious language choices as well as argues for a balanced
representation of mental health in reporting. The findings of this thesis add to the understanding of
mental health as to its current meanings in online language. To keep up with online spaces, which reach
wide audiences and enable rapid changes to the forms of communication, further investigations on the
discourses of mental health are needed.
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TIVISTELMA

Riikka Varis: The discourses of mental health in online language — A critical corpus-based study on
the British tabloid media

Pro gradu -tutkielma

Tampereen yliopisto

Kielten maisteriohjelma

Marraskuu 2024

Mielenterveys on keskeinen osa jokapaivaista eldamaamme, ja media kasittelee aihetta usein. Media
voi myos yllapitdd negatiivisia uskomuksia mielenterveydesta. Mielenterveyteen liittyvia yleisia
merkityksia luodaan kielenkaytén kautta, mika tapahtuu sosiaalisessa kontekstissa. Tama prosessi on
siis tarkea, kun ympardéivad maailmaa tulkitaan ja siihen vaikutetaan. Tama tutkielma tarkastelee
mielenterveysdiskursseja iltapaivalehtien artikkelien teksteissa ja kommenttikentissa vuodelta 2024.
Tutkielman aineisto koostui kahden brittilehden (the Daily Mail ja the Daily Mirror) netissa julkaistuista
artikkeleista, joita oli yhteensa 197 kappaletta, ja pienestd kokoelmasta lukijoiden kommentteja.
Analyysissa kaytettiin kriittista diskurssianalyysia ja korpuslingvistiikan tyévalineita.

Korpusanalyysissa havainnoitiin sanoja, jotka toistuivat usein (frekvenssi) iltapaivalehtien artikkeleissa
seka tarkasteltiin sanan mielenterveys vahvoja kollokaatteja, minka tarkoituksena oli havaita toistuvia
merkityksid. Korpusanalyysin tuloksena I6ytyi nelja todennakodistd paadiskurssia. Niitd ovat
mielenterveyden ongelmilla on negatiivisia vaikutuksia, mielenterveydestd neuvotellaan,
mielenterveyden ongelmien kanssa voi pérjéta, ja mielenterveys tarvitsee tukea. Nama diskurssit eivat
esiintyneet lehtijutuissa erilldan, vaan ne toimivat vuorovaikutuksessa toistensa kanssa. Lehtien
kommentoijat hyddynsivat vastaavia diskursseja ja myods haastoivat tekstien nakokulmia. Sosiaalisen
kontekstin pohdinnalla pyrittiin selittdmaan diskurssien esiintymista lehdissa.

Havaitut diskurssit luovat moninaisia merkityksid mielenterveydestd, mutta niiden esiintyvyys
aineistossa vaihtelee. Yleisesti ottaen merkitykset ovat hyvinvoinnin sijaan yhteydessa mielenterveyden
ongelmiin, ja mielenterveys mielletdan negatiiviseksi asiaksi. Siksi talla tutkielmalla halutaan kiinnittaa
huomiota kielellisiin valintoihin ja mielenterveyden tasapuoliseen kasittelemiseen lehtien kirjoituksissa.
Tutkielman tulokset lisdavat ymmarrysta mielenterveyden merkityksista, joita netin kielenkaytdssa
esiintyy. Netissa tavoitetaan paljon ihmisia ja nettiymparisté mahdollistaa myds viestintatapojen nopeat
muutokset, minka vuoksi mielenterveyden diskursseista tarvitaan lisda tutkimusta.

Avainsanat: mielenterveys, iltapaivalehdet, diskurssianalyysi, korpustutkimus
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1 Introduction

Mental health is a key component of health and plays an essential part in everyone’s life,
whether we actively think about it or not. It forms the basis for a good quality of life. While it
is normal to temporarily experience problems with mental health, diagnosable mental health
problems are also common. Figures reveal a high prevalence of mental disorders worldwide
and in England (see WHO and NHS England). The UK is considered the country of focus in
this study.

Discourse can be viewed as social practice, which entails that language use both shapes
and is restricted by the social world (Fairclough 2010; Gee & Handford 2012). Therefore, it is
important to be aware of how the media portrays topics and to remember that it does not stand
alone. The media can reach a large audience and potentially influence the public through
discourse, but it also reflects the surrounding world. There are, of course, different types of
media content. When it comes to newspapers, a distinction is usually made between tabloids
and broadsheets. This thesis is restricted to written media, more specifically two online tabloid
newspapers. Modern developments have brought about changes to the media field, for example
in the form of online spaces. Nowadays the comments sections of online papers enable readers
to participate in discussions, which can take many forms.

Multiple previous studies, which are explored in more detail in section 2, have found
stigmatizing portrayals of mental health in the media, especially in relation to mental illness,
and connections of mental health to its individual or social dimensions have often been
emphasized. However, the studies demonstrate how complex a topic mental health actually is
since it can be portrayed in vastly different ways depending on the purpose and perspective of
the text. A critical analysis of discourse is concerned with power relations (see e.g. Baker et al.
2008). Consequently, the versatility of media language, along with the potential for interaction

in online spaces, makes this a fruitful area for the critical study of discourses.



Essentially, the complexity of mental health is not fully addressed if the focus solely lies
on mental illness. This thesis is interested in the discourses of mental health in the British online
media, both in terms of article texts and their readers. The aim is to see how mental health is
portrayed through repeated instances of language, how this contributes to discourse formation
in the articles, and how commenters participate in the discussion. This study adds to the study
of mental health discourses in the media by using timely data and applying a methodology
which combines quantitative and qualitative techniques in the form of corpus linguistics and
critical discourse analysis.

The following research questions are considered in this study:

1. What linguistic features and frequency patterns characterize British online tabloid articles
referring to mental health?

2. What discourses of mental health are constructed in the articles?

3. How do selected comments sections contribute to the articles?

The thesis consists of six sections. Section 2 focuses on the theoretical framework, which
is followed by data and methodology in section 3. Sections 4 and 5 present the findings and
their discussion. Lastly, section 6 concludes the thesis by summarizing the results and

discussing restrictions and future implications of the study.



2 Background

In this section I present the theoretical framework for the thesis. This background section starts
with general information about mental health, including its definitions, stigma and prevalence.
In addition, it covers an introduction to media language and a look into previous studies which

deal with representations of mental health in the media.

2.1 Definitions of mental health

Mental health is a vast topic and therefore it is perhaps unsurprising that there are several terms
which relate to it. This can be confusing considering that different terms, such as mental well-
being or mental disorder, describe interrelated phenomena. For example, mental health
contains mental disorders, and while a large number of people are affected by mental disorders,
mental health concerns every individual. The World Health Organization (WHO) characterizes
mental health as a crucial part of health and “a basic human right” as well as “a state of mental
well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn well
and work well, and contribute to their community” (2022b). Thus, mental health is at the very
centre of leading a fulfilling life. This does not mean always feeling joyful. In fact, trying to be
happy all the time is not only unrealistic but may also be unhealthy. The nowadays much
discussed concept of foxic positivity refers to an attitude of exaggerated optimism in the face
of difficulties which leads to minimizing or dismissing negative emotions (Mona 2023;
Reynolds 2022). Although having a positive outlook on life is viewed as beneficial, toxic
positivity, which can be aimed at others or at yourself, can actually have negative impacts on
well-being since it does not leave room for uncomfortable emotions, even if they are valid in a
situation, and in relationships toxic positivity may stand in the way of authentic connections
and cause isolation (ibid.). These articles mention common phrases that are associated with

toxic positivity. Some examples include keeping your head up, toughening up, things



happening for a reason and counting one’s blessings. However, temporary feelings of pain and
anxiety are perfectly normal, as life is sometimes challenging (MIELI ry 2021). Overall, it is
better for our mental health to avoid the extremes, to find a balance with our thoughts and to
feel all emotions (Reynolds 2022).

Mental disorders on the other hand refer to a person’s cognitive, emotional or behavioural
disturbances which are clinically diagnosed (WHO 2022a; MIELI ry 2021). Mental health is
affected by several factors, many of which are also structural. As noted by WHO (2022a)
exposure to harmful circumstances, such as violence or inequality, increases the risk of mental
disorders, and many of those living with a disorder are familiar with “stigma, discrimination
and violations of human rights”. What also affects mental health are the values and climate in
society (MIELI ry 2021). Mental health stigma has existed for a very long time and is universal:
“There is no country, society or culture where people with mental illness have the same societal
value as people without a mental illness” (Rdssler 2016, 1251). Mental health stigma, which is
still common, denotes negative beliefs about people with mental health conditions and it can
have harmful consequences, e.g. challenges in social or professional life, avoiding treatment,
and low self-esteem (Mayo Clinic 2017). Thus, mental health stigma is an issue that everyone
should care about.

Mental health stigma can result in stigmatizing representations of people with mental
illnesses, for example in the form of language. In a 2007 study, English school students were
asked about the language that they might use in relation to someone with mental health
problems (Rose et al. 2007). The researchers found the majority of the most frequent terms to
be strongly negative. The most common themes included popular derogatory terms and terms
which refer to a negative emotional state, with words such as psycho, crazy, disturbed and
confused. Times have arguably changed since this study was conducted nearly twenty years

ago, so it does not reflect the present day, but it illustrates how in addition to formal terms and



definitions there are a host of informal phrases which can be used for mental health issues.
More recently suggestions have been made as to how to better communicate about mental
illnesses. A comment by the National Institutes of Health encourages language choices which
they view as reducing stigma around mental health conditions (Volkow et al. 2021). This
involves the usage of person-centred language, which conveys that the illness does not define
a person but is a part of their life (e.g. a person with schizophrenia instead of schizophrenic)
and the avoidance of terms with negative associations (e.g. died by suicide instead of committed
suicide). The authors note that language norms change, and individual preferences may vary
as well. The focus in the analysis section is not on individual instances but on frequent patterns
and how mental health is presented. In addition to what is written about mental health, what is
not present in the text should be considered. Media can also maintain stigmatizing images of
people, and they have contributed to negative beliefs about mental illness (Rossler 2016, 1251).
It is good to remember this in the context of studying media discourse. The general
characteristics of media language and the effect of discourse are discussed in more depth in

sections 2.3 and 3.3 respectively.

2.2 Mental health globally and in the UK

The World Health Organization encourages nations both to promote individuals’ mental well-
being and to focus on the needs of those who have a mental health condition (WHO 2022b).
Mental health problems are common in the modern world. For example, nearly a billion people
had a mental disorder in 2019, of which anxiety and depression were at the top (WHO 2022a).
The UK is considered the primary context of this thesis, which is why a brief introduction to
some mental health statistics in the country is in order. The data consists of articles by British
publications and their comments. However, it should be noted that these websites, which are
easily accessible online, can potentially reach a wider geographical audience, and the
comments do not necessarily only feature British views.
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The public healthcare system in the UK, NHS, was established in the 1940s and the
following decade it became responsible for providing mental health services, which continue
to be a regular topic of healthcare discussions (Bolshaw & Taylor 2023). In England, 20.3
percent of children and young people aged 8-16 had a probable mental disorder in 2023, and a
survey conducted in 2014 showed that around 1 in 6 (17 percent) adults aged 16 and over
reported symptoms of a common mental disorder (CMD) such as anxiety or depression in the
past week (NHS England Digital 2023; 2016). The 2014 survey is the fourth and latest
publication in the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey series. Overall, each year 1 in 4 adults
is living with a diagnosable mental health problem, and these also “represent the largest single
cause of disability in the UK” (NHS England, n.d.). In short, mental disorders are common in
the English population and they are experienced by both children and adults. These figures
highlight the importance of focusing on mental health on a national level, too.

Subsections 2.1 and 2.2 have shown that as a term mental health includes both
individual’s general well-being and various mental health issues. In addition, it is associated
with society at large, both by the number of people experiencing mental health problems and
through being closely connected to equality and power relations in societies. The various

aspects of mental health outlined will be considered in the analysis.

2.3 Media language

This section introduces the general characteristics of media language, with a focus on
newspapers and comments sections. Discourse as a concept, including its various possible
definitions and effects are discussed in relation to the method of critical discourse analysis in

section 3.



2.3.1 Newspaper and online spaces
Media discourse can traditionally be characterized as “interactions that take place through a
broadcast platform, whether spoken or written, in which the discourse is oriented to a non-
present reader, listener or viewer” (O’Keeffe 2012, 441), or briefly through the components of
text, process and audience (Cotter 2015, 801). The manufactured nature of these interactions
calls for descriptions of their production and ideologies (O’Keeffe 2012, 441). Digital
developments in media discourse have brought about changes, such as audience participation:
the audience can e.g. comment on the content online or share it (ibid., 450). Thus, online
environment affects interaction. This is relevant in the present study since the focus is both on
online articles and their comments. The comments section itself has potential for several types
of interaction as the readers might choose to share their views, reply to other reader comments
or give feedback to journalists, among other things.

Newspapers are traditionally divided into two main groups: tabloids and broadsheets.
The names refer to both the size and content of the newspaper, with content arguably being the
most important factor nowadays. As Wasserman (2020, 279) points out there has “been a
conflation between the format, style, and notions of journalistic quality which the term tabloid
can be taken to refer to”. In addition, the online presence of newspapers naturally emphasizes
the style and content of the paper. Tabloids are popular papers characterized by entertainment
and heavy use of images (BBC, n.d.). Broadsheets are considered of higher quality and offer
more details and analysis compared to tabloids, which also results in a style of writing that
favours longer sentences and stories overall (ibid.). Thus, the tabloid format is generally
associated with a less serious tone. Tabloid journalism with its style of reporting also relates to
community, as it can “provide a view on the world as it is experienced by ordinary people —
fraught with emotion, intense experiences, and embodied identities” (Wasserman 2020, 278).

So, when tabloids are discussed, the importance of the audience should not be forgotten either.



In general, media texts convey little about audience responses to health communication,
and so comments sections can be informative of the audience’s representations of various
health topics, and these representations can be similar to or alternatively challenge the article
texts (Brookes et al. 2022, 625). The functions of comments sections are plenty. For example,
they give users the possibility to voice their opinions, ask questions and offer feedback about
journalistic decisions (Collins 2019, 151). Online news comments are not that easy to define
when it comes to a register, since they, for example, have features from both spoken and written
and informal and formal language (Ehret & Taboada 2021, 9). Ehret and Taboada, who
compared online news comments to other written online registers, characterize the style of
news comments as informational-argumentative with involved-evaluative features.
Researchers have examined online environments; These enable people to communicate quite
freely, which shows both in forms of impoliteness such as insults, bullying and aggression and
in sharing personal details of your life (Collins 2019, 90-91). Anonymity is one of the several
factors of online communication explaining these phenomena. It is observed in the present
study that the degree of anonymity in the comments sections, through vague usernames, for
instance, contributes to the fact that there is restricted information available on the commenters.
This leads to the important question of which demographic groups are represented by the
people participating in comments sections. These issues relating to anonymity of comments

are discussed in later sections.

2.3.2 Daily Mail and Daily Mirror

Two British tabloids are analysed in this thesis: the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror. These
papers have a considerable audience. Their circulation numbers as of February 2024 (about
700 000 and 234 000 respectively, without the Sunday editions) are on the top of the list
“among the paid-for newspapers that have their ABC circulations published” (Tobitt 2024).

When it comes to digital reach, both MailOnline and Mirror were in the top 5 UK newsbrands



in January 2024, with more than 22 million visitors each (Press Gazette 2024). A recent survey
asked UK adults about their consumption of print and digital news. It shows that 36 %
respectively 13 % of the respondents (i.e. all of those who used newspapers for news) used
Daily Mail and Daily Mirror or their Sunday editions for news (Ofcom 2023). These
newspapers are also read online, and the same survey shows that 13 % of the Mail readership
only consumed its news digitally, and for the Mirror the number was 5 %.

As these statistics show, the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror are popular tabloids in the
UK. Tabloids of differing political leanings were chosen for analysis to get a broader picture
of mental health discourses. The online editions were chosen for two main reasons; Not only
is online content popular, but many sites also enable commenting. Thus, to answer the research
questions at hand the online editions were considered the best and most accessible option.
According to a survey the British public views the Daily Mirror as fairly left-wing whereas the
Daily Mail is seen as right-wing, in fact the most right-wing of the papers that were included
in the survey (Smith 2017). However, a significant amount of people in this survey also
answered “don’t know” for each paper.

Left and right have to do with politics. The terms /left and right originated in France
during the French Revolution and have taken on specific meanings in various historical
contexts (Carlisle 2019). Today the terms are defined in the Cambridge online dictionary' as
follows:

supporting the political left; relating to the belief that wealth and power should be shared
between all parts of society [left-wing]

supporting the political right and traditional ideas about society; relating to the belief that
there should be low taxes, and that property and industry should be privately owned
[right-wing]

! Cambridge Dictionary, “left-wing” and “right-wing,” accessed March 18, 2024,
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/



https://dictionary.cambridge.org/

Nonetheless, the matter is not that straightforward. A survey shows that the British public
struggles to identify left-wing or right-wing policies, and people who consider themselves on
either side of the spectrum also hold views that the public has placed on the opposing side
(Smith 2019). Therefore, while these terms can be useful, simply calling something or someone
left-wing or right-wing is a simplified description of a complex reality. The political spectrum
is taken into consideration here because it is possible that the political leaning of the newspaper

also affects its reporting on mental health. This issue is discussed later.

2.4 Previous studies

This section presents previous research on relevant health topics and media. Studies of mental
health in the media, mostly newspapers, are considered first, followed by a description of online

comments.

2.4.1 Mental health and media

Mental health is connected to society on different levels and can be discussed from several
perspectives. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the portrayals of mental health in the media
have been the interest of studies in various fields and from several methodological approaches.
Some of these studies are presented below.

Representations of mental illness have often been the focus of research. Murphy et al.
(2013) investigated the representations of the mentally ill in British newspapers articles
published in 1998-2008. They employed content analysis and discovered that the mentally ill
were mostly linked to drugs and violence in the articles, and often those with mental illness
were presented to be a potential risk to the public. The writers conclude that the overall image
which this media reporting creates is negative. Tobin and Lyddy (2014) utilized a quantitative
corpus-based approach to focus on depression in young people in a sample of Irish newspaper

reports from 2007-2011. Based on their analysis, depression in youth was strongly associated
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with suicide and, to a lesser degree, alcohol and bullying. The study also demonstrates well the
limitations of such quantitative methods, for example how synonymous uses might not be
spotted, which of course affects the themes found. Another example of a study which paid
attention to a specific mental disorder and used methods of corpus linguistics was conducted
by Bowen et al. (2019), who studied stigmatizing language in connection to schizophrenia in
British tabloid newspapers that were published in 2016-2018. Their keyword and concordance
analyses revealed a negative view of the illness, namely schizophrenia was linked to violence
in the dataset.

Atanasova et al. (2019) conducted a literature review in the field of sociology, reviewing
studies on production, reception and content, which shows general trends in mental health in
the media in the years 2007-2017. They found that the focus has been on mental illness (both
in terms of diagnosed individuals and specific disorders) in the media content, in which also
stigmatizing descriptions have been present. However, Atanasova et al. note a growing interest
in mental health as seen from the perspective of well-being, i.e. focusing on the positive. Nor
et al. (2021) recently studied the portrayals of mental health in an Asian context. They
employed corpus linguistics and discourse analysis to analyse the adjective collocates of mental
health in two Malaysian online English newspapers in the year 2020. They found the
newspapers to portray mental health in a rather positive way since they focused on government
and non-governmental organization initiatives for mental health, both informing the readers
and raising awareness around the topic.

Another recent study on the news coverage of mental health during the COVID-19
pandemic was conducted by Horwood et al. (2023). They used an approach of critical
discursive psychology to examine mental health in Australian newspapers in 2020. Mental
health was understood as feeling positive, as a resource and as something that is on a par with

physical fitness, which one can actively influence. They note a dilemma where mental health
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is viewed as either an individual or a societal responsibility, and in their data the discourse of
individual responsibility is emphasized. A study by Van Beveren et al. (2020) examined the
discursive constructions of mental health and illness by utilizing a rhetorical analysis on data
from six European countries. The material consisted of online newspapers and magazines from
two weeks in 2018. The findings show that mental health and illness were mainly connected to
danger, lifestyle, individual experience and a social dimension. The authors emphasize the
complexity of mental health discourses in that these can function in different ways depending

on the context.

2.4.2 Online comments

Technological advancements of the past decades have brought about changes in
communication opportunities. Accordingly, research has extended to these online spaces,
including comments sections of various platforms. Holton et al. (2014) analysed framing in
online health stories and reader comments of three American news websites in 2010-2011.
They carried out a content analysis and found that the articles focused more on societal issues
in health rather than individuals, but this did not translate into similar framing in the comments.
However, other findings of the study suggest that the coverage of health benefits encourages
personal stories in readers’ responses. In contrast to health in general, specific issues relating
to mental health have also been in focus. Rosen et al. (2020) did a computational linguistic
analysis of reader comments to online news reports on suicide which were published in 2016
on four news sites. The authors statistically analysed selected linguistic categories and
compared the comments in reports which dealt with celebrity suicide, non-celebrity suicide and
suicide as a phenomenon in general. They found differences between these groups in the use
of first-person pronouns and emotionally charged words, in that the celebrity suicide

commenters employed a higher number of first-person singular pronouns, which were
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associated with social isolation, and positively or negatively emotional words, possibly
showing a distinctive influence of celebrity suicide on the readers.

Qualitative analyses appear useful in examining online comments. Sutherland (2020)
employed tools of critical discourse analysis to analyse style in top-rated comments to
MailOnline news articles published in 2018. Nearly all comments in this small dataset were
negative evaluations of participants. Sutherland identified three common stylistic features
which concerned attributes, use of modal verbs that express certainty, and propositions in
which the meaning is implied. A recent study by McLellan et al. (2022) examined English
comments on YouTube videos that aimed to destigmatize mental illness. The thematic analysis
revealed five themes. These had to do with building a community, sharing personal experiences
of illness and stigma, debating the validity of mental illness, and explaining it. Both positive
and negative responses were found in the comments, of which the responses with potential
positive outcomes were more common.

The studies above differ from one another in multiple ways, for example in their
approaches and sample sizes. Nonetheless, they guide the analyst to consider various aspects
of comments which might be relevant here. These comprise specific themes, features and the

tone as well as the interplay between articles and comments.
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3 Data and methodology

This section focuses on the two types of written data in this study as well as the methods of
corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis and how they were combined in the analysis.

Finally, some relevant ethical considerations are made.

3.1 Data

The data for this study consists of British online articles and their comments sections. The
articles were collected using the Nexis Uni research tool, which is accessible through the library
of Tampere Universities. Nexis Uni? is a database which comprises content from various news,
legal and business sources, including online articles and publications. Searches on Nexis Uni
can be restricted according to different criteria, e.g. timeline, publication type, subject and
source. The order of the search results can be decided as well. I compiled a corpus of 197 fairly
recent articles on mental health. A preliminary search revealed that mental health is a popular
topic in the chosen papers, so I limited the search to a time span of one month (or 29 days) and
included 100 articles from each paper, of which three were later excluded. This was deemed
sufficient to answer the research questions but also manageable for the scope of this thesis. As
Baker (2023, 59) notes the quality of the data might even outweigh the quantity if a specific
subject is studied with a specialized corpus.

Whitley and Berry (2013) offer general advice for studying representations of mental
illness in the media. Even though their advice is based on their research in the field of social
sciences and the topic is slightly different, some of the advice is applicable to the present

context as well. These have to do with search terms for the articles and the inclusion and

2 https://www.lexisnexis.com/en-int/products/nexis-uni
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exclusion criteria when it comes to both type and content. I searched for articles that were
published in February 2024 on the websites of the Daily Mail (MailOnline) and the Daily
Mirror (mirror.co.uk), using the keyword mental health. 1 sorted the results by relevance and
picked the first 100 articles from each paper in the order in which they were shown in the
database. Mental health was chosen as the search term because the aim here is to examine
discursive constructions of mental health. The term is generic but relatively neutral compared
to terms such as mental illness and mental well-being. In addition, the commonly accepted
definition of mental health encompasses several other concepts (see section 2.1). However, it
would also be possible to employ more terms in the search, which in turn could affect the search
results.

Since the focus is on online British tabloid articles, they were not limited to a specific
type. Articles come in different types and thus the data could include news, opinion pieces and
reviews among other things. Content was not manually limited either, i.e. the articles were not
read beforehand, but I selected the articles in order of appearance in the database sorted by
relevance. Therefore, the number of times and the contexts in which mental health is mentioned
in the articles vary. These decisions were made based on the aims of this study. The focus of
the research questions on patterns and discourses in the articles means that the importance lies
in the dataset as a whole and not on a few specific articles. The methods of corpus linguistics
enable collecting the data first and then filtering out irrelevant parts and analysing the important
content in its context.

The articles were downloaded as Word files. Nexis Uni allows certain information to be
downloaded or to be excluded from the file. I excluded things such as cover page and
classification information so that this would not interfere with the results later. In addition,
irrelevant items were removed from the Word files. An initial look at the data on AntConc

revealed duplicates. To reduce duplicate results, I removed the headers in both tabloids and the
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highlight sentences in the Mirror which briefly summarized the topic of the article right before
the body text itself. Then, I scanned the concordance lines for mental health and further
examined identical lines. Similarity was mostly due to intertextual elements, for example using
the same sources in multiple articles. Three articles, which were practically identical with
another article by the same tabloid, were removed from the data. Thus, the data consists of 197
articles (98 from the Mail and 99 from the Mirror). This was done so that these duplicates
would not have to be considered in the analysis stage. Intertextuality, however, is noted.
Finally, the files were converted to text files so they could be opened on the analysis software.
This resulted in two corpora: one for each paper. Even though these two corpora were analysed
as one, they were kept as separate files in order to consider the role of the different newspapers
in the findings when necessary. The MailOnline corpus consists of around 86,400 words and
the Mirror corpus of around 72,600 words. Altogether the size of the tabloid corpus is
approximately 159,000 words. In the analysis I employed a concordancing software AntConc
that facilitates corpus analysis. It was created by Laurence Anthony and is free to download on
his website®>. I downloaded the 3.5.9 version of AntConc for Windows. In addition to
concordances the software has several functions. For example, it enables word frequency,
collocate and keyword searches. The concepts of corpus linguistics which are central to the
current study are presented in the next section.

A sample of comments was formed, which was then qualitatively analysed. I searched
for all the articles that I had downloaded on the web pages of the papers and made observations
on the comments sections of the individual articles. I compiled a table for each tabloid which

displayed the headline, if the article was open to comments and the number of comments. The

3 https://www.laurenceanthony.net/index.html

16


https://www.laurenceanthony.net/index.html

table was ordered by how many comments had been posted to the individual articles. It revealed
significant differences in the nature of these comments sections. The Mail allowed comments
for nearly all articles whereas the Mirror’s comments sections were not open in around a fifth
of the cases. The trends were opposite in terms of the numbers of posted comments, too. Over
80% of the Mail articles had ten or more comments whereas the corresponding number was
around 20% for the Mirror. The most commented Mail article had over 3,000 comments and
the Mirror less than 300, and in general the total number of comments on the Mail articles was
significantly higher. Therefore, not yet considering quality, the Mail clearly enables lively
commenting on its website, and there are fewer people commenting on the Mirror compared
to the Mail. These issues and their potential effects on the results are considered in the
discussion section.

Not all articles featured mental health in a major way as regards the topics of the articles,
which in addition to the numbers discussed above set practical constraints for data collection.
The Mirror’s comments sections were examined first to guide the overall collection of a
balanced dataset. The commenters may choose to discuss any aspect of the corresponding
article. Thus, the comments on those articles which mentioned mental health in passing were
preliminary assessed. They did not yield enough relevant material to answer the research
questions, which is why comments were only collected for articles in which mental health was
deemed to be a central part of the story. I collected the first ten comments ranked by popularity,
i.e. upvotes. If there were fewer comments but a minimum of five individual comments
available, all of them were included. Five is a very low number, but including these articles
expanded the group of mental health topics which were covered. Overall, data collection
reflected availability in this case and illustrated some of the limitations that might be

encountered with user-generated content.
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The same criteria were applied to the Mail. The number of articles was kept the same for
both tabloids, as this was considered more important than the exact number of comments. It
should also be noted that while some Mirror articles contributed fewer than 10 comments to
the sample, the Mail comment sample is made of fractions of its comments sections. As with
the articles, the comments are primarily considered as a group, and only then as representing
the tabloids. The comments were collected manually and cleaned up in the process, i.e. only
the content of the comments alongside their article headlines to preserve context were included.
The data comprises individual comments, excluding replies in comment threads; The number
of replies differed significantly between the papers, and interaction, although a salient part of
comments sections, is not the focus of the present study. This process resulted in 198
comments, 110 from the Mail and 88 from the Mirror. Therefore, a qualitative analysis was
conducted on a small sample of comments. Because of deictic and informal expressions, for
instance, relevant information is sometimes hard to detect with computer tools. The articles
were searched for mental health, which lead to the phrase being frequent in the tabloid corpus,
but commenters might be prone to indirect references since the topic is already set. An

advantage of the qualitative approach is that it enables a close reading of the data.

3.2 Corpus linguistics

Analysts in corpus linguistics study large electronic collections of real-life language data called
corpora by employing computer calculations to extract (linguistic) information from this data
(Baker 2023). Careful consideration is needed in the process of creating a corpus in the first
place. The compilation of a corpus involves issues such as size and representativeness and is
guided by one’s research interests (Weisser 2016, 44-45). A specialized corpus, i.e. a sample
of online articles, was created for this thesis to represent British tabloid language on mental
health. This process of data collection was detailed in the previous section. Baker et al. (2008)
point out that even though the nature of corpus linguistics, with its computer calculations and
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statistics, contributes to a form of objectivity, the subjective perspective of the analyst is still
present throughout the process, e.g. in compiling the corpus, choosing what to analyse and
analysing the concordance lines. Jones (2022, 126) considers the basics of corpus analysis and
similarly explains that while a corpus provides information on for instance frequency or co-
occurrence, it cannot explain why the words are used as they are, but it is the analyst who needs
to interpret the data.

Corpus linguistics comprehends a wide range of devices. Looking at frequency is a good
start for a corpus analysis, but in addition to simple frequencies the analyst should take account
of other factors, e.g. how the items are distributed and how they are used in context (Baker
2023, 81-98). Baker also encourages the analyst to use standardized frequencies as they are
practical in comparing data sets of different sizes. Another important concept for this thesis is
collocation. Collocation refers to a statistical relationship between words, it is “the phenomena
of certain words frequently occurring next to or near each other”, i.e. collocations are words
which are frequently found near each other (Baker 2023, 135-136). Collocations are extracted
by the computer based on “the frequency of the node, the frequency of the collocates, and the
frequency of the collocation” (Baker et al. 2008, 278). In this study I used the Mutual
Information (MI) measure to assess the strongest collocating words of the phrase mental health.
The MI score gives information on how probable it is that two words appear close to one
another, “based on their relative frequencies and the overall size of the corpus”: a high number
indicates a strong collocational relationship (Baker 2023, 139). A concordance shows a list
which consists of single lines of the word or phrase, with a certain number of words to its left
and right, and it is possible to expand the lines when needed (Baker et al. 2008). On AntConc
the concordance tab presents the concordance hits and can be set to display the hit number,
KWIC (key word in context) and the file name. The full text becomes available if the keyword

is clicked on.
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Brookes et al. (2022, 617) note that corpus studies of health communication tend to
combine quantitative and qualitative methods and to draw on interdisciplinary approaches. One
possible methodological route is to combine corpus linguistics with discourse analysis, which
is also done in this thesis. Baker et al. (2008) emphasize that corpus linguistics and critical
discourse analysis consist of a range of approaches. The research project conducted by Baker
et al. employed the methodologies of corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis, and this
combination of theory backgrounds and quantitative and qualitative techniques seemed
beneficial to the overall analysis. Although the potential of using corpus tools in discourse
analytical studies has been illustrated in the literature, caution is needed throughout the process,
for example in not overgeneralizing from a selective corpus and keeping in mind the full texts

(Mautner 2022). Discourse analysis is presented in the following section.

3.3 Critical discourse analysis

There is no fixed definition of discourse. Various scholars from various fields have employed
the term, which makes it somewhat ambiguous and entails a description of the meaning of
discourse in each study. A succinct description can already encapsulate both elements of
discourse, context and text. Discourse analysis involves studying “language in use” and, in
addition, some have defined it as “the study of language above the level of a sentence” (Gee &
Handford 2012, 1).

Analysing discourse is important in the first place because language use is essentially
connected to real people and tells us something about how people make sense of the social
world. Gee and Handford (2012, 5) state: “We shape, produce, and reproduce the world through
language in use. In turn the world we shape and help to create works in certain ways to shape
us as humans. This mutual shaping process can have profound consequences for people’s
lives.” This harmonizes with Fairclough (2010), to whom language use is social practice. The
relationship operates in both directions, language use “is socially shaped, but it is also socially
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shaping” (ibid., 92). This social shaping takes different forms in different situations. Fairclough
distinguishes between discourse as an abstract noun and discourse as a count noun; The former
refers to “social practice” whereas the latter denote “ways of signifying areas of experience
from a particular perspective” (ibid., 92-93). In other words, discourse is maintained and
transformed by language users, i.e. it both reflects and affects the world. This understanding of
discourse as language use which is, broadly speaking, socially significant informs this thesis.

In her discussion of media discourse, Cotter (2015) divides key approaches into three
broad groups, discourse analytic, sociolinguistic and ‘non-linguistic’, but notes a tendency to
combine aspects of all of these in studies of media discourse. This tendency demonstrates how
media discourse exists and develops in a complex social space. In general, discourse analysis
benefits from interdisciplinary knowledge. In relation to mental health, perspectives from
medicine, psychology and politics, for instance, can prove useful. Critical discourse analysis
(CDA) lends itself to the study of both traditional and newer forms of media discourse. The
CDA framework is flexible as it is characterized by heterogeneity. Although there are multiple
approaches to CDA, these share a common foundation through the concepts of power,
ideology, and history (Wodak 2001). For example, van Dijk (2015) outlines a theoretical
framework which illustrates a sociocognitive approach to critical discourse analysis.

The general aims of CDA explain why this type of analysis is called ‘critical’. Fairclough
(2010, 45) has argued in his paper from 1985 that a critical approach, as opposed to descriptive,
is explanatory in nature, i.e. it aims to explain causes and effects of discourse. Analysts in CDA
are politically motivated in that they aim to bring to light social inequality (van Dijk 2015,
466). Nevertheless, CDA is not a separate entity, but as van Dijk (ibid.) aptly calls it “discourse
study with an attitude”. CDA is interested in ideologies and power which appear in language.
From a CDA point of view power is enacted in text both directly and indirectly and the context

of language use is the key:
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CDA researchers are fundamentally interested in analysing opaque as well as transparent
structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control, as they are
manifested in language. For CDA, language is not powerful on its own — it gains power
by the use people make of it and by the people who have access to language means and
public fora. (Baker et al. 2008, 280)

Fairclough’s critical framework (2010, 91-125) involves analysing instances of language use
from three dimensions: text, discourse practice and social practice. Text refers to the concrete
language product. The analysis of the forms of texts comprehends different aspects, for
example structure, grammar and vocabulary. Discourse practice includes the elements of
“production, distribution and consumption” whereas the analysis of social practice considers
the social context, from local to global (ibid., 94-95). It should be noted that while I refer to a
paper (originally published in 1993) in which Fairclough illustrates a version of CDA that was
considered useful to the present study, the three dimensions also feature elsewhere in his work
and the framework only represents one possible approach to discourse. The following section

elaborates on the methodology from a practical point of view.

3.4 Corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis in this study

The analysis consisted of several stages. I began with the tabloid corpus which included the
downloaded texts from the Mail and the Mirror. I first formed a list of the ten most frequent
lexical words in the tabloid corpus. This list of words and their concordances were examined,
and initial observations of the data could be made based on the frequency list. The frequency
analysis was followed by the analysis of collocates. I identified the 25 strongest collocates of
the phrase mental health, in which the strength of the collocate was measured by using the MI
score. The shared meanings of these collocates pointed towards recurring topics, and these
proved important at a later stage of the analysis.

Then, I examined the individual collocates of mental health. The occurrences of the 25
strongest collocates were analysed, starting with the most frequent collocates. I observed the

concordance lines for each collocate and tried to identify patterns of use around them. A few

22



lines were excluded at this stage, because they were either considered irrelevant or mostly
because they included another collocate on the top 25 list and were analysed in connection to
that collocate instead. The collocates were observed in their broad context, which meant
reading the surrounding text or even the whole article. The patterns of use varyingly concerned
issues of grammar, vocabulary, style and contexts of use. Lexical morphemes refer to a class
of words which “carry the ‘content’ of the messages we convey”, i.e. nouns, adjectives, verbs
and adverbs, and can be contrasted with functional morphemes such as articles, prepositions,
conjunctions and pronouns (Yule 2022, 81). Content words feature heavily in the analysis
because they are essential to meaning, i.e. the ways in which mental health is represented in
the texts.

I also utilized the concordance plot function of AntConc to consider the dispersion of the
collocates in and between the tabloids. This revealed that some of the collocates on the top 25
list occurred multiple times in an individual article, and there were collocates which only
occurred in one of the tabloids. These points were noted in the analysis. Several collocates
could also occur in different parts of the same article. An article may combine multiple
discourses, and therefore all relevant occurrences of the collocates were included in the
analysis. However, this means that an individual article could appear in connection to many
collocates of mental health. This was observed to ensure that a single article would not
outweigh the rest in the analysis.

Based on the analysis of collocates and their patterns of use, I identified common
meanings of mental health in the tabloid corpus and connected these to various perspectives
which the reader might draw on. This resulted in the discourses of mental health which are
presented after the collocational analysis. The final stage involved a discussion of how these
discourses could be explained in relation to society and culture at large. The qualitative analysis

of the concordance lines and their contexts drew on the previous section’s insights into
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discourse analysis. Fairclough’s thoughts on critical discourse analysis are central since his
three-dimensional framework was applied, although in a flexible manner to support the aims
of the thesis. The examination of the patterns of use and discourses relates to the dimensions
of text and discourse practice, whereas social practice is the most relevant dimension to the
explanatory efforts.

The next stage of the analysis was an exploration of the comment sample. I skimmed
through the comments to develop a general understanding of the data before focusing on each
comment set under a headline individually and taking notes on salient features. The next step
involved reading the articles for detailed context, although they were somewhat familiar to the
analyst because of the previous collocational analysis. Moreover, the relationships between
comments and articles were examined. Lastly, I detected common features between comment
sets and considered how these contributed to the discourses of mental health which were
identified in the articles. The analysis section is based on the corpus and comment data and
concentrates on concrete elements of text and their interpretation, i.e. the qualitative analysis
was guided by both data and background knowledge. More critical perspectives are reserved
for the discussion section which relies on interpretation and the theoretical background. The

role of the analyst and other ethical considerations are discussed next.

3.5 Ethical considerations

This section aims to illuminate the main ethical decisions relating to the current study. The role
of the analyst is briefly discussed, followed by a consideration of data. The analyst is aware
that their own assumptions and background knowledge of the subject affect objectivity. This
has been resolved by being transparent throughout the analysis and by choosing a method
which reduces bias. The methodology of this study consists of corpus linguistics and critical
discourse analysis. As explained in earlier sections, corpus linguistics enables objective
calculations: the software provides frequency information and creating a list of collocates is
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based on statistical measures. Analysing the concordance lines and interpreting the results,
however, requires a qualitative approach. The combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods in the article analysis is taken to reduce bias, but it does not eliminate it. CDA was
also employed in the comment analysis, in which being clear about the reasoning behind
interpretations and at a later stage utilizing both data and theory contributes to its validity.
Two types of written data were used, tabloid articles and comments. The articles were
accessed through a database, and the comments were publicly available and accessible without
an account on the respective websites. The terms of the websites were read through to ensure
their ethical use. The comments were collected to create a small sample which was solely used
for the purposes of this thesis, and the tabloids have been referenced as their source. In addition,
Buchanan and Markham (2012) provide guidelines for ethical decision making in internet
research. [ used their list of questions to assess important ethical issues, regarding for example
data collection, participants and the specific contexts of the thesis. These considerations are
briefly outlined here. Although the comments are public, they are presumably written by the
readership and on a potentially sensitive topic (mental health), which warrants further
discussion. Both the Mail and the Mirror require an email registration to comment on their
websites, and the commenters have agreed to the terms of the site, i.e. they should be aware of
their level of privacy. Moreover, on popular sites we can reasonably assume the expectations
of privacy to be lower than with other communities. Both the articles and their comments can
be searched on the web. Nevertheless, some restrictions were applied to protect the authors.
Since the focus was on language in the comments sections and not individuals, usernames and
other personal information were excluded from analysis, and possibly sensitive information
would not be directly quoted either. The following section covers the analysis of tabloid articles

and comments.
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4 Analysis

In this section the results are presented. First, I analyse the frequency and collocations of mental
health in the tabloid articles from the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror. To ensure clarity, this
is followed by a separate subsection which considers the discourses of mental health in the
tabloids. Lastly, I focus on the qualitative analysis of the comments sections and their

relationship to the tabloid articles.

4.1 Frequency analysis of articles

The most frequent words provide the analyst with an impression of the corpus. The tabloid
corpus was opened on the analysis software AntConc, and a word list was created, which shows
the words and their raw frequencies in the corpus. Unsurprisingly, the most frequent words are
functional morphemes such as articles, prepositions and pronouns. I compiled a list of the ten
most frequently occurring nouns, adjectives and lexical verbs to focus on the content of the
articles. The verb forms of be and have, which commonly have distinct grammatical functions,
were excluded, as were some nouns which merely related to the structural components of the
data files and not the article text. The noun year and its plural form years were considered as a
single item. This filtered list of the most frequently occurring words in the tabloid corpus
(which includes the texts from the Mail and the Mirror) as well as their frequencies and
standardized frequencies are presented in Table 1 below.

Word frequencies offer limited information. The fact that a word is frequent does not
reveal its meaning in context, but concordance lines must be analysed for this purpose. The
most frequent lexical words resulted in hundreds of hits each, which is why only a cursory
examination of these words was performed. Nonetheless, the concordance lines for these words
were skimmed through to get a general idea of topics in the tabloid corpus. This initial analysis

points towards frequent themes which might be meaningful, whereas the following analysis of
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collocations offers a deeper insight into the data and what is relevant when discourses of mental
health are constructed.

Table 1. The ten most frequently occurring nouns, adjectives and lexical verbs in the tabloid
corpus

Word Frequency Frequency

per 1,000 words

health 1005 6.25
mental 899 5.59
said 821 5.10
people 461 2.87
robin 400 2.49
time 337 2.10
yvear / years 302 /273 1.88/1.70
life 247 1.54
told 242 1.50
Sfamily 214 1.33

The two most frequent words constitute the search term (mental health) for the tabloid
corpus, so they were expected to be very frequent. Since mental health appears 820 times in
the corpus, both words also occur in other contexts but mostly they appear together. Lexical
verbs said and told are found on the list. They highlight the role of sources in journalism in the
form of reported speech and point to a crucial aspect to consider later in the analysis, namely
whose perspective on mental health the tabloids choose to present. No adjectives were frequent
enough to enter this list. However, the noun people is often preceded by the adjective young in
the corpus (87 hits), and young by itself occurs frequently with 193 hits. Some of the hits for

year and years refer to age as well. Age seems important in relation to mental health.

27



There are two other, more defined nouns on the list which refer to people, robin and
family. Perhaps the most surprising item on the list is 7obin, which in this case is a proper noun.
It features heavily in the data because it refers to dancer Robin Windsor, a former participant
in a BBC dance show, who died in February 2024. Of the 400 hits for robin 307 occur in the
Mirror, which can be explained by the number of articles as the subcorpus includes
significantly more pieces about Windsor than the Mail file. The matter of death is also
somewhat present through the word /ife; there are clear references to suicide in the concordance

lines. The following subsection compiles the findings of the collocational analysis.

4.2 Collocations of mental health in articles

The term mental health occurs in the tabloid corpus 820 times, of which 479 in the MailOnline
and 341 in the Mirror corpus. A collocate search for mental health was performed, in which
the collocate window span was set to five words to the left and five words to the right of the
search term, and the minimum collocate frequency was set to five. The window span was
chosen to include the adjacent context of the search term and at the same time to allow space
for function words. Collocates with fewer mentions can, of course, contribute to a larger
discourse. Nevertheless, it was assessed that a corpus of this size would already yield frequent
collocates. Since the aim was to find patterns in the corpus, the minimum collocate frequency
of five was decided on. The results were sorted by MI score. I considered the 25 collocates that
had the highest score, and the MI score was above 6 for all the items in the table. Table 2 lists
these collocates in order and their frequencies in brackets. The table shows considerable
variation in frequency, and some of the less frequent collocates were actually used in rather
restricted ways, a factor which is discussed in the analysis. As both mental health and health
occur very frequently in the corpus, it is not surprising that they are often found near each other,

and the collocate health is left out of the analysis altogether.
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Table 2. Top 25 collocates of mental health in the tabloid corpus, sorted by MI score with their
absolute frequencies in brackets

1. advocate (7) 2. health (842) 3. worsening (5) 4. advisor (9)

5. storm (6) 6. impacts (6) 7. considerations (6) 8. application (6)
9. battled (5) 10. awareness (7) 11. issues (95) 12. openly (13)

13. epidemic (7) 14. blaming (5) 15. crisis (42) 16. poor (26)

17. trained (9) 18. problems (55) 19. charity (27) 20. conditions (19)
21. creating (5) 22. services (29) 23. struggles (29) 24. ambassador (5)
25. expert (13)

As with simple word frequencies, this list itself does not reveal meaning in context.
Collocational relationships still mean that the words are closely associated with mental health
in the corpus, and the frequencies point toward recurring instances of language use. A couple
of initial observations can be made at this stage. Even though some ambiguity is present
concerning word class, nouns make up most of the list, followed by verbs and adjectives. There
is a single adverb (openly). In addition, the topics of illness (e.g. epidemic, problems,
conditions) and promotion of health and knowledge (e.g. advocate, awareness, expert) seem
to be particular areas of interest in the data. I will now move on to a detailed analysis, starting
with the most frequent collocates. Later, thematic connections are made.

The most frequent collocate is included in the noun phrase mental health issues. These
issues are relevant to public figures and private people alike, i.e. the individual with issues is
specified, but the majority of cases still concern general use, in which younger generations as
a group stand out. Mental health issues are usually associated with negative contexts, for
example death, crime, drug and alcohol use, and unemployment which frequently appear in the

data.

29



[1] District Judge Marie Mallon was told that Emily had suffered from significant mental
health issues for several years. [MailOnline]

[2] Okay, he has mental health issues, but I feel women and girls should feel safe
regardless of where they go, especially in their own home. [ Mirror]

[3] It is a complicated dance when you're living with an addict with mental health issues
and you love and care about [MailOnline]

[4] whether police are the most qualified to handle situations involving persons with
disabilities and mental health issues [Mirror]

At times negative associations are reinforced by the verb, such as suffer or struggle. More
neutral choices are the preposition with, or the verbs have and experience. Verb usage can be
seen above, the first two examples deal with the suicide of a teenager and a man’s criminal
offences. The next lines demonstrate how with precedes mental health issues and follows
different nouns, e.g. addict or persons. A notable pattern is the use of noun and prepositional
phrases which indicate time (e.g. history of, for several years, as the years passed by) or change
(e.g. the rise of, an increased risk in, after spike in). These kinds of phrases occur in around 25
percent of the concordance lines. They imply that mental health issues persist and become more
common, which creates a sense of worry. A series of articles on youth unemployment by the
Mail questions how mental health is understood. A doctor writes in his opinion piece that “This
'rising tide' of mental health issues is, I fear, largely driven by self-diagnosis and social media
- combined with the medicalisation of every human ill, usually to suit pharma companies with
new drugs to sell.” Elsewhere he uses the derogatory phrase generation snowflake for these
youth. So, the writer criticizes modern attitudes towards mental health issues. Positive article
contexts are rare but found in both tabloids. The Mail writes about a celebrity philanthropist
and tools to face trauma, whereas the Mirror covers adoption and advice for a better mood
during the winter.

Only behind mental health issues, the second most common of the analysed collocations
is mental health problems. 1t is frequent, and a range of topics are covered in relation to mental

health problems. Those which are repeated across several articles include treatment, cultural
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issues, cannabis use, legal contexts, school absences and unemployment. The problems concern
many different groups of people, of which age and gender are referred to most. The majority
of hits in the Mirror occur in a single article on money and mental health. The article covers
diverse effects of money problems on mental health with both personal and structural aspects
and how to manage the situation and promotes a service. The Mail articles on youth
unemployment are responsible for a third of its hits. The collocation is illustrated by the
following examples:

[5] Using antidepressants during pregnancy or while breastfeeding can damage a baby's

brain and increase their risk of suffering mental health problems in the future, a study
found. [MailOnline]

[6] You see this on full display on social media, where you don't have to look far to find
visibly lost, aimless and confused youngsters talking about their 'mental health' problems,
rather than, say, what they achieved at work or how they are contributing to wider society.
[MailOnline]

[7] The rapper said he 'suffered with mental health problems for years' and smoking
marijuana only worsened his depression. [MailOnline]

[8] An inquest into his death held in 2023 heard that Const Fyfe hid his mental health
problems from his bosses because he feared there would be repercussions if he spoke
about it. [MailOnline]

Treatment here refers to how mental health problems are or should be dealt with. Mental health
problems are present in example 5 in both the prescription medication of pregnant women and
the associated problems of their babies. Cultural issues in the data include, for example, the
definition of problems, attitudes toward work, and the impact of gender on mental health.
Example 6 questions the current culture around mental health, in which young people allegedly
emphasize their problems, as opposed to valuing and finding meaning in work. The quotation
marks seem to support the message, since they challenge the definition of mental health
problems in this instance. Cannabis use is linked to mental health problems in a few articles
(example 7). The last sentence represents legal context and portrays mental health stigma, in
this case not asking for help due to fear of being treated differently at work. As a whole, the

collocation is mostly connected to negative contexts. This is also reflected by the content words
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around it, as illustrated by risk, suffer and hide in the examples. However, a couple of the
concordance lines suggest that money worries can be managed, and the Mirror also quotes a
judge who mentions that “the court has sympathy” for those with mental health problems. Such
lines express a less negative feeling.

Mental health collocates with the word crisis, suggesting an association with a difficult
time. It is overwhelmingly used by the Mail. The concordances reveal meanings of an existing
crisis, a reaction to one or a changing situation. These are exemplified below.

[9] 'Obviously that comment distressed me as I didn't mean to waste police time or cause
distress and obviously I was in a mental health crisis.' [MailOnline]

[10] believe this is the right thing to do to make sure people in mental health crisis get
the right support, which all too often, can be better handled by another agency
[MailOnline]

[11] has slammed the government's response to the mental health crisis as he insisted
they 'aren't doing anything' to help [MailOnline]

[12] revealing how he saved her life by helping her through a mental health crisis
[Mirror]

[13] The sociology professor said: 'What used to be known as existential problems of
being young - relationship breakdowns, failing, not being part of something - the normal
difficulties of making your own way in life have been compartmentalised into mental

health issues. We've created a mental health crisis by reframing the problems of everyday
life into this. [MailOnline]

Official contexts are emphasized in the data, of which various services are most often relevant
with a mental health crisis. There are some personal crises, but they are usually connected to
an official context too, as in the example (9) of a woman who has had an unpleasant interaction
with the police. Examples 10 and 11 show reactions to a crisis, such as support or the lack of
it. Example 13 considers a societal factor, a supposed change in diagnostics, as the professor
questions the way mental health is currently understood and diagnosed. The inclusive pronoun
choice (we) encourages the reader to be similarly worried about this change. The Mirror

example is an exception since it is from a personal story of a crisis with a positive trajectory.
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Mental health services are usually connected to official contexts in the data. This is
illustrated by the following examples:

[14] An NHS England spokesman said: 'The latest figures show the NHS is now treating

more young people than ever before, and the Health Service is expanding mental health

services as quickly as possible within the current five-year funding arrangements to help
meet increasing demand [MailOnline]

[15] A Department of Health spokesman told the Mirror: "We are determined to support
children and young people with their mental health, which is why we are investing an
additional £2.3billion a year into NHS mental health services." [Mirror]

[16] But Mr Starmer renewed his commitment to improving mental health services for
young people, including mental health support in all schools from primary up. [Mirror]

[17] Sir Keir will also pledge to end the box ticking culture' in Jobcentres, and require
staff to work with the NHS and mental health services to get people back to work.
[MailOnline]

[18] Inadequate mental health services could be put under more strain if there was an
increase in use, he contended. [MailOnline]

There are multiple statements from spokespersons who are associated with public services, as
in examples 14 and 15. Although the statements follow negative reporting, the focus is drawn
on the positive, e.g. actions to expand or invest. Children as a group specifically receive
attention in various contexts but often related to school. Both tabloids also include comments
from the leader of the Labour party (examples 16 and 17), which are part of the political
discussions on health services. In addition, the collocation is involved in the legal contexts of
two inquests and an inquiry, the latter of which is illustrated by the last example which deals
with legalization of cannabis in Australia. A context which clearly differs from the rest is a
“blessed” celebrity in the Mirror who promotes a website in her online post. All in all, the
collocation stresses the role of the government in providing mental health services.
Collocation with struggles equates mental health to a demanding task. It is used as a noun
in the data, and the majority of hits refer to Robin Windsor. The collocation mostly occurs in
a quote from his friend which mentions his struggles (see analysis of openly). The relationship

between Windsor and struggles is illustrated below:
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[19] Robin had opened up on his struggles with mental health before his death in a video
for SANE, a charity he was an ambassador for, with volunteers from the charity.
[MailOnline)

[20] He was found dead in a London hotel, it has emerged, as his friends detailed his
battle against mental health struggles and thoughts of suicide. [MailOnline]

[21] In his own inimitable style, Robin talks candidly about his journey and the celebrities
he has wowed us all with on the dance floor - while opening up about his struggles with
the mental health issues that still have such a stigma attached to them. [ Mirror]

The last example explicitly mentions stigma. The text comes from his website, which explains
the promotional style despite a heavy topic. Through Windsor mental health struggles are
linked to being open about personal difficulties as well as depression and death. Such serious
topics are brought up elsewhere too. Death is implicit in a line from the Mai/ which mentions
a person “losing his father, Robin Williams, to mental health struggles”, and both tabloids write
about presenters whose struggles denote depression. Other references in the Mail consist of
two Australian athletes, an American celebrity and the only case where struggles refer to a
private person, i.e. a murdered teen. Notably the collocation is connected to celebrities’ mental
health struggles.

Charity mostly collocates with mental health to the right of the phrase, as in the noun
phrase mental health charity. Nine of the occurrences are in conjunction with the Mirror’s
suggestion to speak to a trained advisor. The Mirror mostly writes about Robin Windsor, who
both received help from and worked with a mental health charity. The other uses by the tabloid
also include public figures, two of which are referred to as ambassadors for their respective
charities. One article deals with a TV presenter who died by suicide, which led to the show
airing adverts for a charity. A connection is made between charities and celebrities with mental
health problems. The Mail mentions Windsor as well. In addition, they have three articles in
which the collocation is about individuals raising funds for a charity, for example a woman
who “wanted to raise money for the mental health charity Mind, after her 34-year-old grandson

Jamie died by suicide in September last year”. Overall, when a mental health charity is
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discussed, it refers to a specific organization, and they are associated with serious contexts in
both tabloids, such as suicide. Therefore, the collocation suggests that it is important to provide
accessible services and support to various individuals, work which is done by charities.

Poor functions as an evaluative adjective to mental health, i.e. it describes a low quality.
The Mail mostly covers poor mental health in the series of articles surrounding a report on the
mental health of young workers in Britain. The articles discuss the reasons, consequences and
solutions of the results. The collocation refers to poor mental health generally, as illustrated
below.

[22] Two thirds of these reported suffering poor mental health and four in ten listed it as
the main reason for not working [MailOnline]

[23] The report concludes that efforts to tackle the epidemic of poor mental health should
focus on the lower-qualified with better support in colleges and sixth forms. [MailOnline]

[24] In a survey of 12,000 Britons, a quarter reported poor mental health as a result of
delays. [MailOnline]

[25] Being cut off from friends due to lockdowns and school closures, health anxiety and
uncertainty about the future all contributed to poor mental health during the outbreak of
Covid. [MailOnline]

Instances where poor collocates with mental health are preceded by suffer a few times, a verb
with negative associations. Poor mental health is connected to structural issues, such as
unemployment and the quality of education and health services, which is reinforced by data
and references to groups of people. The Mirror, on the other hand, focuses on the individual.
The collocation describes the personal experiences of two celebrities since Windsor has
discussed “his experience with poor mental health” and an actress has opened up about her
“experience with poor mental health and alcohol addiction” in her book. The noun experience,
which precedes the collocation a few times, is quite neutral in its style. Nevertheless, the tabloid
has published an article on money problems in which the collocation is associated with a

structural issue: “Countries with a bigger gap between rich and poor tend to have worse mental
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health, and unfortunately the UK has very high levels of income inequality.” This is also the
only example of poor with a meaning of lacking money.

Instances of mental health with the collocating noun conditions chiefly occur in the Mail,
for the Mirror only accounts for roughly a fifth of the hits. Children and young people are often
considered. Some general assumptions about mental health conditions are present in the data,
which is signalled by modal verbs in particular.

[26] As a doctor, I know how crippling mental health conditions can be, and it's vital that
those affected seek medical help and receive treatment. [MailOnline]

[27] Experts said the findings show people at risk of developing mental health conditions
could benefit from more support in an attempt to lower the likelihood of heart issues in
the future. [MailOnline]

[28] mental health conditions can often be perceived as a barrier to adoption [Mirror]

Example 26 frames conditions as potentially “crippling”, a significant problem in life. Example
27 concerns the connection between mental health and heart ageing, and how more support is
viewed as a possible preventive measure. The assumption about people with mental health
conditions not being able to adopt is refuted in the article. The Mirror article later includes the
following sentence: “Some people have longer term mental health conditions which are well
controlled with medication.” Both tabloids quote Harry and Meghan’s website on their
foundation’s work with “parents dealing with grief or who have children managing serious
mental health conditions as a result of their exposure to harmful online content”. The verbs be
controlled and manage imply that it is possible to live with a mental health condition, the
former with a stronger emphasis. Treatment of mental health conditions is discussed, and the
Mail questions the status quo at times. A professor discusses the dependency of young people
on the government and says that “we're too quick to offer support and welfare for all kinds of
mental health conditions”. Another article reports on a therapist who questions how gender-

affirming care is handled. Such responses illustrate how mental health is a negotiated issue.
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The collocate expert occurs almost exclusively in the structure mental health expert. The
collocate occurs in the Mirror file twice, so it is mostly employed by MailOnline. Two issues
were analysed specifically, i.e. who the experts are and what topics they speak on. Most of the
experts are either therapists or psychologists. However, in the Mirror one of the experts is
linked to quite a few identities, those of a mother, a founder of a mental health project, a
counsellor and an author. She speaks as an expert in an article that deals with setting restrictions
on smartphone usage after a teen girl was murdered by two of her peers. There is also a Mail
article that makes general use of the phrase: “Staff feared he might be suicidal and demanded
he be seen by a mental health expert that day”. The article discusses the criminal responsibility
of negligent parents in an American school shooting. In this case mental health expert refers
not to an individual but to mental health services. The therapists speak on Princess Kate
Middleton resuming royal work after surgery, positive relationships and happiness, and
noticing bad traits in yourself, whereas the psychologists offer insight into brain health and the
relationship between money problems and mental health. Expertise is sometimes stressed by
other means.

[29] A therapist and mental health expert has shared the secret to true happiness - and her
revelation is backed up by science.

[30] a trauma-informed mental health expert who frequently shares tips on how to
improve your mind and life on his TikTok account, where he boasts over 1.6 million
followers

[31] a mental health expert at the LA's swankiest new $165,000-per-month rehab, has
shared the six things that can decrease your memory and how you can boost it

Through knowledge the expert label itself is associated with status. These sentences from
MailOnline show how factors such as research, a large social media following or employment
at an expensive place might be used to enhance the credibility of experts which have been

included in the articles, and this inclusion further promotes those individuals.
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Most of the hits for the collocate openly refer to Robin Windsor, as his friend’s online
post has been quoted saying that “Many of you, who went to see his farewell tour, know
perfectly well that he spoke very openly about his mental health struggles and thoughts of a
suicide”. This hints at the cause of death, which probably explains why it is found within
several articles. The Mirror also employs the verb form battled four times in their paraphrase
which precedes the quote. The Mail uses it for an American celebrity who “has battled alcohol
abuse and mental health issues in recent years”. The metaphorical sense of battle presents their
mental health situations as something that they want to change but which is demanding.
Speaking openly about something implies that you are not trying to hide it and that it might be
difficult to talk about, for example serious mental health problems. By using openly, the
existence of mental health stigma in relation to serious mental health problems is thus indirectly
acknowledged. Similar meanings are also evident in the remaining concordance lines:

[32] has a history of ill mental health and has spoken openly about his battle with
depression over the years [Mirror]

[33] In a family statement they said: 'George had a private dark side. He was tortured

with mental health difficulties. George talked openly and pragmatically to seek support.'
[MailOnline]

The first line portrays depression as a continuing battle, whereas the latter example paints an
extremely grim picture of mental illness.

The strongest collocate, advocate, generally implies that mental health is an important
cause to support. As a noun advocate describes a few individuals. In the Mirror it only refers
to Prince Harry, as the tabloid quotes Harry and Meghan’s website where he is called “a
humanitarian, military veteran, mental health advocate, and environmental campaigner”. Here
being a mental health advocate is associated with other positive actions. The Mail reports on
the death of dancer Robin Windsor and shares a statement from his representatives. A part of
it refers to him as “a strong advocate for mental health” and mentions his work with a mental

health charity. By including this information in the statement, they indicate that Windsor’s

38



relationship with mental health is an important part of his story. The tabloid also shares
thoughts of a New York woman who recounts an incident with a threatening man on the street.
According to the article she assumes him to have a mental illness and writes online: “I'm a huge
advocate for people struggling with mental health issues. I'd love to see him get mental health
support, instead of being arrested.” Thus, people who experience problems are at the same time
shown compassion and linked to crime. Advocate is used as a verb by the Pennsylvania House
Democratic Leadership who comment on their politician’s verbally abusive behaviour and say
that “One of the main reasons we advocate so strongly for mental health access is the reality
that challenges can and do happen to anyone”. Thus, the previous two examples tie the
collocate to mental health services through badly behaving individuals of differing positions (a
man on the street and a politician). The previous statements create a favourable public image
of those who participate in the positive action of advocacy.

Another collocate with similar meaning is ambassador which only occurs in the Mirror
file. It refers to various public figures who represent specific organizations. A singer, a dancer
and a TV presenter are described as people who have personal experiences with mental health
issues. Their difficulties, which are emphasized by the words struggles and battle, make them
suitable for the task of being an ambassador. This is exemplified by the following examples:

[34] James, 35, an ambassador for mental health charity SANE, has spoken about his
own struggles with drugs, anxiety and depression.

[35] He discussed his battle with depression and became an ambassador for mental health
charity SANE in 2018 to help others through his own experience.

[36] Speaking to The Mirror about the struggles he faced during his time on the show,
Rhys, who is also a Children's Mental Health Week and Place2Be ambassador, credited
the counsellors and mental health support on the show for getting him through his stress
battle.

The only exception to this pattern is “the UK's Youth Mental Health Ambassador within the

Department for Education”, who is briefly mentioned in an article that deals with successful
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dating show contestants. Through these celebrities and organizations mental health is present
in the public sphere through personal stories.

Mental health is again connected to public health through its association with the noun
awareness, and the value of mental health is highlighted by this collocation. The following
lines illustrate that understanding is sought through events, many of which consider children
and young people.

[37] Beatrice's participation in the event follows a cause the Princess of Wales has long

championed as she flies the flag for student mental health awareness while Kate is out of
action. [MailOnline]

[38] and is raising awareness for Children's Mental Health Week [Mirror]
Apparently raising awareness is important for quite a few members of the royal family, at
another event Harry and Meghan had spoken about children’s mental health and online content.
The collocation also occurs in a supplement ad (the Mail) and an article about a pet contest (the
Mirror), uses which can be categorized as using mental health in branding. The collocates
trained and advisor are part of the same metatextual sentence which occurs in 8 out of 9 cases
at the end of some Mirror articles: “If you are struggling with mental health, you can speak to
a trained advisor from Mind mental health charity on [phone number] or email [address]”.
Many of these articles mention suicidal thoughts. The conditional sentence addresses the reader
directly and presupposes the possibility of having readers with urgent mental health issues. The
tabloid views it as relevant to offer competent mental health support.

A few things that influence mental health are described by impacts. These are shown in
the examples below.

[39] 'Maybe it impacts your mental health if you feel like you have to hide away and you

don't feel like you've got that support,' says Esther. 'But it was the pandemic and

lockdown that massively affected her. The struggles she had were the same as so many
other children had.' [MailOnline]

[40] You should seek help and stop regularly weighing yourself if you find it negatively

impacts your mental health. If you're suffering from an eating disorder or body
dysmorphia -you can get help here. [Mirror]
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[41] The study also emphasises the importance of new mums getting out the house, with
56% admitting that not leaving their home negatively impacts their mental health.
[Mirror]

[42] Are there any noticeable differences in the mental health impacts between short-
term financial crises and long-term financial instability [Mirror]

The Mail has interviewed the mother of a murdered transgender teenager (example 39). The
degree of certainty differs between the sentences, which contrasts gender identity and the
pandemic as potential sources of mental health problems in children, focusing on the latter.
The pandemic is presented as negatively affecting the mental health of not just the individual
but a whole group of children. In examples 40 and 41 the Mirror connects mental health to
disordered eating and motherhood, and the collocation indicates that seemingly simple
activities, such as weighing yourself and staying home, may negatively affect mental health.
The last example presents a nominalization instead of a verb phrase and concerns money.
Application only occurs in the MailOnline file and refers to a specific document in the
court case of a former CEO in Australia who was sentenced for stalking a staff member. The
magistrate “eventually rejected the mental health application, arguing Nantes' mental health
impairments did not seem to be the cause, but rather a product, of his actions”. When it comes
to law, mental health circumstances are possibly a mitigating factor, but as the former example
shows this 1s a negotiated formal matter. Two articles on the same topic, one from each paper,
make use of the collocation mental health considerations. They inform the reader about a
school in England which has allowed false eyelashes in their rules, and both quote an angry
mother and a letter that was sent to parents. The collocation is found in the letter, which states
that “students [are] taking time off to have false eyelashes removed or refusing to attend school
through mental health considerations”. Even though this collocation is rare in the corpus, it
raises the question of how mental health is understood and if and how mental health should be
taken into consideration in different contexts, e.g. formal decisions at school, which is

something to discuss. Another collocation which explains behaviour through mental health,
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blaming, is on the list due to intertextuality in the MailOnline corpus. An article states that
“Young people are increasingly blaming their mental health for being out of work” and is
linked to in two related articles. Besides this context an article about a case says that the killer
“callously justified the murder by blaming a lack of mental health support and a system she
saw as failing her”. The killer’s gender identity is a key part of the story. The collocation
presents mental health, in one way or another, as a reason or even an excuse for something
negative.

The collocate worsening occurs to the left of mental health. It conveys that mental health
exists on a scale, it can deteriorate or improve. The following examples illustrate the meanings
of the collocation.

[43] The school shooter sent messages to his mum which showed his worsening mental
health as he referred to 'demons' and feared their house was haunted. [Mirror|

[44] The college said many of these under-18s have suffered worsening mental health
while on NHS waiting lists for treatment. [ MailOnline]

[45] Those in financial hardship are more likely to have worsening mental health over
time [Mirror|

Both tabloids report on the trial of a mother who was charged after her son’s school shooting.
Example 43 associates worsening mental health with having delusions. In the big picture
mental health is also involved in the discussion of a parent’s legal responsibility as the mother
has ignored signs of health issues; Private life and law are combined in the case. In example
44 professionals (the Royal College of Psychiatrists) connect being on a waiting list for public
mental health services, a structural issue, to children’s suffering. The role of money is
acknowledged: example 45 finds financial problems a cause of worsening mental health.

A mental health storm is mentioned in two articles. Both tabloids write about a television
presenter who has been diagnosed with ADHD, which he has shared in an Instagram post. They
quote the post, part of which reads: “A recent mental health storm was the catalyst for my

diagnosis.” The event is not specified, which leaves room for interpretation. Storms are strong
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weather phenomena, and weather is something that can hardly be controlled. The nature
metaphor might in this context denote strong and uncontrollable feelings. In any case, the storm
has functioned as the motivation for a health assessment. Despite the common topic, there is a
difference between the articles, because the Mail writes more about the presenter’s personal
history whereas the Mirror adds followers’ replies to his post (and already mentions these
“others” in its headline). The diagnosis has apparently affected an individual and their social
media community, and the tabloids have now made the post accessible to their respective
readerships.

A mental health epidemic is mentioned by each tabloid in one article, as they write about
the results of a British survey and the state of mental health services in the UK:

[46] A mental health epidemic is being fuelled by long waits for GP and hospital
appointments, official figures suggest. [MailOnline]

[47] Long waits for GP and hospital appointments are "creating a mental health
epidemic" in the UK, damning research shows. [ Mirror]

The tone of the sentences is slightly different because of the choices between the passive and
active voice and the verbs (fuel vs. create and suggest vs. show), the Mirror example expresses
more certainly that the epidemic is caused by waiting. However, both make use of the phrase
mental health epidemic which frames mental health as a common problem with a sense of
urgency. In addition, the survey results become a political debate due to other sources involved.
On a closer look, the collocate creating is mostly tied to the same context. A quote by Liberal
Democrats leader heavily criticizes the government by claiming that its “failure to tackle
agonising waits for NHS treatment is creating a mental health epidemic”. While this quote is
found in the Mail, too, the structure with creating is repeatedly used by the Mirror, perhaps to
underline the criticism. Both articles end with government responses. There are two additional
cases of the collocates epidemic and creating in the Mail corpus. They have the common theme

of unemployment among young people, a theme which was considered with other collocates.
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4.3 Discourses of mental health

The collocational analysis revealed patterns on various levels, from words and phrases to text.
Based on their meanings, four main discourses of mental health can be arguably identified.
These discourses are described below. They are not, however, separate entities but overlap and
interact in the data.

Mental illness has negative effects

The illness side of mental health, as opposed to well-being, is clearly underlined in the data,
which is also reflected in some of the most frequent collocates: issues, problems, crisis,
struggles, and conditions. These are syntactically like one another, as they mostly follow
mental health in recurring noun phrases. Mental health is relevant generally as well as for
public figures and private individuals. Articles on public figures typically feature personal
details about their problems, and private individuals are regularly tied to crime and death. The
first discourse portrays the effects of mental illness. It causes negative feelings and experiences,
such as suffering, struggling or crises. Moreover, mental illness is associated with bad
consequences. These range from relatively mild like missing school to dire, e.g. serious crime
and suicide. There is a great difference between harming yourself or others and experiencing
less severe difficulties due to mental illness, which is why this continuum matters. The
discourse suggests that having mental health issues leads to a lower quality of life.

Mental health is negotiated

In this discourse, definitions of mental health are questioned, it is accepted as a factor in official
decisions or brought up in political discussions. Negotiations come down to how mental health
is understood and how much weight is given to mental health in certain situations, for example
working life, court or government decisions. Political discussions in the corpus tend to have a
starting point in negative current events, and discussions involve criticism of decisions or

policymakers. Mental health is at times used to support a party’s purpose in a manner which
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creates a sense of division rather than unity. An illustrative example would be heated debates
between politicians. A political discussion might also employ statistics, as when government
action is criticized or the legalization of cannabis discussed.

Mental illness can be managed

The discourse conveys that mental illness can be treated, the situation can improve, and you
can live with mental illness. Talks on the availability of services and charity work, for instance,
point towards treatment or improvement. This also relates to medical discourse which concerns
the treatment of individuals as opposed to directly addressing social issues. There are some
articles in which the recovery stories of celebrities are recounted. A couple of articles present
successful celebrities who are helping others. Personal achievements of regular individuals
include overcoming a crisis, starting a family and raising awareness for mental health. Stories
of recovery and achievement could be inspirational, as they communicate that mental illness
can be managed and does not need to define a person’s life. According to this discourse a
fulfilling life is possible with mental health issues.

Mental health needs support

It is not always straightforward to label article contexts. For example, a study which informs
the reader about negative findings might at the same time encourage positive development in
the future such as changes in the treatment of issues related to mental health. Similarly, adverse
circumstances have in some cases led to advocating for or bringing awareness to mental health
for the purpose of helping others, for instance members of the royal family publicly supporting
a cause. It is a sign of hope that prevention and change are presented as possible. The support
discourse includes promotion of mental health awareness and the message that well-being can
be maintained. The importance of mental health is signalled by raising awareness, opening up
about personal experiences and giving advice. These partly concern social issues which affect

mental health, such as stigma, inequality and the quality of public services. Advice is offered
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on maintaining a good mood, fostering positive relationships and facing challenges such as
traumatic events and money worries. Offering advice places responsibility on the individual,
which could create pressure on the readership if the advice does not feel easy to achieve. On
the other hand, it might empower them by giving them a sense of control over their mental
health.

Summary

To summarize the results so far, mental health is generally conflated with meanings of mental
illness by the tabloids, and it tends to be associated with negative representations. Formal
contexts, including crime and inquests, different types of data and political discussions, prevail
and add to the impression, although it was noted that the level of negativity varies between
these contexts, and they can be combined in the articles. Although the papers were mainly
considered as a group, as was the intention, some differences were noted in the analysis. For
example, there were collocates and topics which differed in frequency, some of which only
occurred in one paper. Both tabloids employed these main discourses, however.

The concept of mental health covers diverse phenomena. Mixed meanings of mental
health were found in the articles, which the contents of the main discourses reflect.
Nonetheless, the discourses were not equally frequent. Those discourses with the potential to
result in positive associations of mental health, for example in one way or another relating to
recovery and well-being, were in the minority. In addition, the collocational analysis of the
tabloid articles has shown that stories which focus on the role of mental health as a resource in
everyone’s life seem to be rare. Comments of a selected set of online articles are analysed in

the next subsection.
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4.4 Qualitive exploration of comments to mental health articles

There are three Mirror articles on Robin Windsor which discuss his life, death, and tributes to
him. Three topics emerge, Windsor, mental health, and other participants, which are illustrated
by the following comments.

[1] Sad news to wake up to. Such a shame, and only 44. May he Rest in Peace.
Condolences to his family, friends, colleagues, fans and all who knew and loved him xxx

[2] Depression is a terrible illness and if you've never suffered from it, its difficult to
comprehend when on the face of it, you have everything [...]

[3] People who suffer inwardly are good at hiding their pain from others [...]
[4] Another lying headline

Windsor’s character, talent and young age are repeatedly mentioned, and the commenters
express their personal emotions over the loss. A few commenters emphasize their message with
emojis. His death is met with typical phrases such as rest in peace and thoughts for the family.
The dancer’s mental health history is discussed in the articles. There are two general statements
regarding the nature of such issues (examples two and three). These comments suggest that
problems cause suffering which might not show on the surface. Six comments are dedicated to
a headline promising “cause of death”, which is misleading because this had not been
confirmed, illustrating that comments enable the criticism of journalistic decisions (example
4). The Mirror also reports on a young woman’s fall to death. Some commenters send her well
wishes. Half of the comments revolve around her cause of death, implying or stating that it was
a suicide, in which the role of the individual is a central theme. The woman’s experiences
(“mental health issues” and “going through something”) have led to her death and choosing
this path or taking one’s own life are expressions which portray suicide as an active choice. A
couple of comments mention services in either not accepting help or support not being

available.
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There is a Mirror story which details a friendly relationship between a musician and his
fan whom he helped through a tough time. The message could be uplifting but has not resonated
with the commenters, who except for one focus on personal qualities of the participants instead
of mental health. A commenter speaks from experience and claims that medication “only
supresses the dark moods and thoughts” and that they “just can't see how meeting an idol can
cure such a nasty thing”. Thus, they portray mental disorders as unpleasant and question mental
health recovery in the story since it does not align with theirs. Both tabloids have articles on
Harry and Meghan’s thoughts on children’s online safety. The Mirror is criticized again, this
time for “old news”. Despite the topic, the commenters do not mention mental health but
concentrate on negative evaluation of the couple (e.g. that they should stop talking and are
“pathetic”). The couple and through it the points made in the articles are rejected, which shows
the importance of the speaker in mental health discussions.

A Mail article of an American politician’s bad behaviour led to negative evaluation of
both the politician and the Democrats, in which insults are not spared, and repeatedly bringing
up the party (by name or labelling them “the tolerant left”) shifts attention from an individual
official to general politics. Moreover, an implication of the response is that having mental
health issues does not render this type of behaviour acceptable. The Mirror covers the court
case of a man with mental health issues who has killed his mother. Explanation is sought in a
brain injury and his mental state (him belonging “in an asylum”), but mental illness is not
accepted as an excuse as the commenters suggest harsh punishment (“the rope”, “throw away
the key”). Thus, mental illness is portrayed as dangerous and permanent. One comment does
not concern the crime but feedback of the story which is “badly written”. The Mail has detailed
the sentencing of a “transgender killer” with mental health issues, whose gender identity is
relevant to the case due to her “feeling targeted”. The commenters link her to danger by

negatively evaluating both the killer and the sentence she received. A comment alludes to her
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as “one of these individuals”, potentially a generalization of trans people, and another comment
reads “Biden's America”, which is vague in its reference but puts the blame on the left anyhow.
There are two Mail articles on the same incident in which a woman has criticised police
officers’ behaviour in her home while she was missing during a mental health crisis, the second
article adding that they were not disciplined for it. The following examples illustrate reader
responses:
[5] What are they meant to do? They had to stay there for several hours, were they meant

to just stare into space? I wouldn't have any problem with them doing that in my home,
as long as they didn't watch a pay-per-view programme.

[6] All the wasted resources that went into this. Two police officers tasked with waiting
at her house, unable to answer emergency calls because she was in the woods watching
her CCTV. I doubt 4 hours of come dine with me was the reason they signed up. She
should be thankful she got a decent service.

[7] Making a serious big deal out of nothing.

[8] Absolutely appalling!

The comments are mostly argumentative and defend the officers’ actions, and rhetorical
questions are repeatedly employed in this effort (example 5). At times the woman is negatively
evaluated, for example suggesting that she wasted time and money or overreacted. There are a
few ambiguous reactions which are either sympathetic or sarcastic (example 8), where the latter
reading would share the collective sentiment. The contrast formed between the woman and the
police portray the quality of mental health services as adequate.

In a Mirror article, politicians are worried over the mental health of asylum seekers who
are housed on a barge in the UK. These worries are not reflected in the comments. Conversely,
they are dismissed. The commenters build a stark contrast between the British and the asylum
seekers. They repeatedly prioritize the British and their already less than ideal situation (e.g.
lack of services and care). Asylum seekers are talked of in terms of their basic needs or negative
actions. This contrast is conveyed by pronoun use in particular. Forms of they and we are

regular, as illustrated by these comments:

49



[9] ’'m sure our own ENGLISH homeless would not complain if they were housed and
fed for free.

[10] They're lucky to have a roof over their head, warmth and three meals a day, more a
lot of our own people get. Put them in tents like they would have had in Calais and as in
other countries.

[11] NO SYMPATHY!!!! They come from a SAFE COUNTRY thinking they will get
everything for nothing! GO BACK IF YOU DONT LIKE IT !

A few commenters give instructions in the form of imperative clauses, as in examples 10 and
11, which express little compassion. The comments’ sentiments portray mental health as
something that asylum seekers are not allowed to discuss, thus challenging the article’s worries.

The Mirror’s article on a mental health epidemic being created has gathered a few
comments which blame Tories for the lack of public health services. However, more people
share their personal experiences. The comments mostly confirm the text. Personal experiences
with mental health explicitly are different in nature. One is about waiting years for therapy,
whereas the other questions the need for services by recounting their family’s experiences
during the war, saying they did not ask for mental health help but “got on with living and dealt
with the challenges”. Such a mindset presents mental health problems as a matter of attitude.
The Mirror has also published an article in which a presenter criticizes government inaction on
supporting young people’s mental health in schools. The headline includes a negative
evaluation of Tories, stating that they “don’t care”, which half of the comments refer and add
to. The comments frame them as greedy (e.g. “all they care about is money”) and indifferent.
A few comments include positive and negative evaluation of the presenter himself. One of the
commenters bases their opinion on personal experience, stating that both teachers and kids are
talking about stress. They use the adjective real three times, and a part of the comment reads:
“It’s missing the real people who are suffering.” The adjective questions the definition of
mental health conditions as it implies that while there are people with extremely unpleasant

experiences (suffering), some cases are not real.
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The English school which allowed false lashes in their rules stirs in both tabloids. The
role of parenting and schools in the decision is considered, and the Mail commenters add
negative descriptors to this. A Mail commenter also expresses confusion over the link between
mental health considerations and false lashes. The comments present a shared understanding
of mental health.

[12] No-one had mental health issues when I went to school in the 60s. It must be
something they are putting in the drugs these days. [Mirror]

[13] This rule is ridiculous. Everytime this mollycoddled generation do not get what they
want, they get all sad and complain about mental health [...] [Mail]

[14] I wonder how children survived the last 200 years ? Survived the wars, poverty,
economic crisis, illness and so the list goes on. Insane society is being created. [Mail]

Two additional Mirror uses are “playing the mental health card” and a comment with mental
health followed by an eyeroll emoji. Consequently, mental health is not constructed as a serious
issue by the commenters but rather a common and annoying trend.

The series of articles on youth unemployment in the UK were analysed together because
the articles and their comments share similar perspectives. There are three opinion pieces and
two other articles, which all discuss the significant number of young people not working due
to mental health issues. Commenters share their views, and the situation is explained through
society and individuals. This aligns with the articles. Social reasons are, for example, parenting,
diagnostics, financial incentives and social media. However, individuals’ attitudes and
expectations have also become a social issue as it concerns the whole younger generation. The
following examples illustrate the discussion.

[15] I grew up in the days when we didn't have a house phone, tv or a car and lived in a

small village. There was little to get stressed about as a child. [...] I wouldn't want to

grow up in this era at all with social media being responsible for so many problems,

bullying never gets dealt with and poor housing, broken families and worry about the
future can all build up and I don't think things will improve any time soon

[16] We have a new generation of weak minded people using this as an excuse. None of
this is new to older people, we just knew how to toughen up and get on with it the best
we can.
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[17] Glad I come from a generation who knew how to survive without throwing a wobbly
every few minutes when something goes wrong or not according to plan

[18] I'm very sympathetic towards people with true mental health problems, but I think
only a small minority are really ill. The rest are lazy or are getting their symptoms mixed
up. When you're nervous about achieving or doing something, majority of the time you're
just that, you are not anxious nor do you have mental health problems. It seems to be a
great excuse not to do something nowadays.

Example 15 cites several social reasons for problems, whereas the rest blame individuals (the
last one also alluding to self-diagnosis). Comments often create a contrast between generations,
that is, a view of the world today versus before, in which references to time periods, age and
groupings (us versus them) are repeated. Commenters also frequently write about their personal
experiences. The reader responses exhibit negative associations of mental health issues; Young
people’s attitude or character is dismissed (e.g. lack of resilience, overreaction, mental illness
as an excuse), and the existence of mental illness is questioned by dividing issues into real or
not. In examples 16, 17 and 18 the youth are characterized as weak, sensitive and lazy. The
older generations faced the challenges and got on with it. By describing mental illness as an
excuse, true, or real, among other things, commenters claim that some mental health issues are
fake. All in all, the commenters are debating the modern understanding of mental health.
Summary

The discourses of mental health in the comments sections can be linked to the main discourses
identified in the tabloid corpus (see section 4.3). The negative effects of mental illness (bad
experiences and consequences) and negotiations of mental health (definitions, political
discussions) were dominant discourses in this sample. The general tone of the comments was
negative, which is reflected in the fact that negative evaluations were common. The comments
included both evaluative language and argumentation, and personal experiences were shared
at times. Although the discourses were mostly familiar, the readers challenged specific article
texts by offering alternative points of view, for example when criticism of public services was

not accepted, and by giving feedback on journalistic practices. The metatextual discourse of

52



journalistic feedback was only found under a few Mirror articles, as was a grief discourse in
response to death which also occurred in the articles. It is noteworthy that the issue of mental
health was questioned under both tabloids, since the Mail conveyed similar meanings in its

articles on the unemployed youth, but this did not align with the respective Mirror articles. I

will now discuss the central findings of the analysis section.
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5 Discussion

This thesis investigated which patterns and discourses of mental health were present in two
tabloids and how some of the readers participated in comments sections. The research questions
were:

1. What linguistic features and frequency patterns characterize British online tabloid

articles referring to mental health?

2. What discourses of mental health are constructed in the articles?

3. How do selected comments sections contribute to the articles?

The analysis of the strongest collocates and frequency suggests that the reader is guided to
draw on several discourses of mental health to confer meaning from the articles. Since the
production process was not mapped, the reasons behind the frequency of certain discourses and
stories are unknown in terms of journalistic decisions. Nonetheless, informed assessments can
be made based on knowledge of the surrounding society, i.e. the social context in which these
articles and comments are embedded.

Despite individual contrasts, the main discourses were found in both the Mail and the
Mirror. Hence, the corpora shared key perspectives on mental health. The discourses mostly
concentrated on mental illness, as opposed to mental well-being, and negative associations
were frequent. Negative associations of mental illness have been found in previous studies
(Murphy et al. 2013; Tobin & Lyddy 2014; Atanasova et al. 2019). The focus on the negative
in tabloid journalism is not unique to this issue and hardly comes as a surprise. The style of
tabloid journalism has generally been characterized as entertaining and rather simple, and the
Mail and the Mirror both operate on commercial principles, which probably explains why
negative contexts were common in the articles. A paper has its readership to consider. The

illness side of mental health can produce interesting stories which evoke a range of emotions,

54



for example on crime, death and politics. This reaction in turn supports the interests of the
papers by gaining clicks from their readers.

Mental health could also be viewed as part of creating a favourable image of participants
in the articles themselves, for example the public figures who promote awareness or address
concerns. Intentional or not, this kind of “branding” does not exclude a genuine interest in
mental health either. Personal experiences of individuals, which were shared by the papers,
could appeal to the audience through community building, by relating to the audience’s
experiences. The interest in celebrity stories could additionally be driven by celebrity status
and the ensuing ‘familiarity’ with these individuals. The consumers of the tabloids were also
actively included by giving them practical advice on their mental well-being. Mental health
concerns everyone, which makes it a rich topic for this.

Over the years developments in medicine have led to a modern understanding of mental
health. This is complemented by social awareness of issues. Diagnoses and treatment options
were discussed in the data, for instance the quality of services, as was the role of mental health
in official decisions. The matter is not straightforward, though, which was indicated by a few
critical voices as to the modern attitudes towards mental health issues. Nowadays, the existence
and potential harm of mental health stigma is acknowledged. Raising awareness has been noted
as a positive objective in mental health reporting (Nor et al. 2021), which agrees with this
thesis. Public support and personal experiences in the articles signify a freedom to speak on
mental health issues, and stigma was also explicitly mentioned. While stigma maintains
boundaries between people with and without mental health conditions (Rossler 2016), a
hopeful outlook can challenge the dominant view that mental health issues lead to a low quality
of life. Individual responsibility for and social influence on mental health are embedded in the
discourses. The diversity of mental health discourse in Van Beveren et al. (2020) was noted in

this thesis.
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The nature of the comments section should be considered as it affects discourse on a
more general level. First, the paper has the power to limit discussion on its website, for example
by disabling the comments section or moderating it. On the other hand, lack of moderation
might lead to all kinds of comments, including ones that decrease the quality of conversations.
Second, in this study the number of comments per article varied greatly between the Mail and
the Mirror and even in the same paper. Feedback was given on the quality of journalism, which
was probably detected in the Mirror due to the low number of comments. Articles with a high
number of comments have more people interacting with them and presumably a larger audience
than other articles. Consequently, some articles and comments might be more influential in
constructing mental health discourses than others. This factor was outside the scope of the
present thesis but should be acknowledged.

The commenters employed the main discourses, but they also offered alternative views
which did not match the article. This demonstrates how through commenting the audience can
contribute to the meaning-making in articles. An interesting question that the commenters
debated was how mental health should be understood. This created negative associations of
mental illness. For example, mental health issues were viewed as an excuse or a sign of
weakness, and a distinction was made between real instances of mental health issues as opposed
to ones that are not. These attitudes were present in the comments of both tabloids, even if they
did not directly comment on the contents of the article. In general, this type of language can be
stigmatizing to individuals, because it minimizes mental health issues. The presence of
personal stories in online comments has been noted in previous studies (Holton et al. 2014;
McLellan et al. 2022), and negative evaluations in news comments seem to be typical
(Sutherland 2020). The perceived online anonymity might partly explain these tendencies. It is
possible that the commenters express themselves more freely than they would in circumstances

where their identity is known. Logically, this could concern a multitude of actions, e.g. telling
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personal stories, hurling insults and voicing opinions. The political leanings of the papers were
indicated in the criticism of the opposite parties (the left or the right). Sharing personal
experiences could serve various purposes. For example, the commenters can use it as a source
of (informal) information to support their arguments or a way to connect to others as everyone
has experience of mental health. Following Ehret and Taboada (2021), the tabloid comments
may be characterized as a hybrid form of communication.

As the definitions of mental health reflect (see section 2.1), mental health is more than
mental illness. Nonetheless, it is not in itself negative that illness is discussed. The analysis has
shown that representations and contexts of mental illness vary. The identified discourses
suggest that on the one hand, people with mental health conditions have agency, and on the
other hand, they are vulnerable. Therefore, it is necessary to ask where the line goes between
raising awareness of mental illness, for example its possible consequences, and stigmatizing
(promoting negative beliefs about) people with mental health issues, despite the intentions of
the journalists. Language forms matter in contributing to portrayals of mental illness. For
example, simple choices can make a great difference (compare the verbs suffer, struggle and
have, experience). Avoiding terms with negative associations has been recommended before
(Volkow et al. 2021). This recommendation towards conscious decisions on mental health
language is further supported by the critical approach of this thesis. The critical study of
discourses entails that the focus should be wider still. Essentially, the issue comes down to
balance, i.e. which ideas of mental health are repeated. If disproportionate focus is given to
negative descriptions, the reporting inevitably lacks nuance. Conversely, more accurate
reporting on mental health would frequently consider all kinds of perspectives on both illness
and well-being. This would promote equality and encourage viewing mental health as a

multifaceted process.
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6 Conclusion

This thesis set out to examine language patterns and discourses of mental health in British
online tabloid articles and reader comments. A specialized corpus consisting of texts from two
papers, the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror, and a sample of their comments were analysed.
Based on the collocational analysis, it was suggested that four main discourses with interaction
between them were employed by the tabloids. The discourses are mental illness has negative
effects, mental health is negotiated, mental illness can be managed, and mental health needs
support. This stage was followed by a qualitative analysis of selected comments. The main
discourses were also found in the comments sections, but the commenters could express views
which challenged those in the articles. Although the identified discourses include a variety of
meanings, mental health tends to be understood as mental illness and call forth negative
associations. Plausible explanations for the findings were searched for in their social context,
for example the standards of tabloid journalism, increasing awareness and features of
comments sections.

An approach which combined tools of corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis
was used in the analysis. It is possible to analyse the same data with multiple approaches, which
means that the results of this thesis are limited by the chosen methods. For instance, the
decisions on how frequent and how many collocates to analyse resulted in a set of collocates
which does not necessarily cover all the relevant data. On the other hand, these decisions were
made to examine repeated instances of language which build discourses. In terms of comments,
a significant difference in audience participation was observed between the papers. The
practical limitations of availability in the Mirror restricted the analysis of reader comments to
a qualitative one, and the final sample ended up representing a fraction of all comments. Future
studies on reader comments could benefit from a larger dataset. Based on this study, it would

be useful to purposely select articles which have mental health as the main topic and a multitude
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of comments. Notwithstanding the shortcomings of the approach, the findings are mainly in
line with those made in previous studies. The strength of corpus linguistics was that it pointed
towards patterns around keywords, whereas critical discourse analysis facilitated a close
reading which included details and contextual elements. Both perspectives were valuable, and
the methods were practical in the analysis of health communication. This thesis thus
encourages the combination of corpus linguistic tools and a critically informed approach in the
study of mental health language online.

A limitation to comment studies which concentrate on content and not production is the
lack of information on the identities behind comments sections. Online commenting behind a
username enables partial anonymity. Therefore, it is unclear whose comments these types of
data include and whether the commenters represent typical tabloid readers. Another issue arises
with content. The comments sections reflected thoughts on a limited number of topics, i.e.
those in articles which were open to and had gained comments in the first place. Nevertheless,
the present thesis adds to the studies of this online register. The content of tabloid articles
concerned written language. The visual dimension forms a part of online articles, and they play
a central role in tabloid journalism. Besides images the online space makes use of other
embedded content, such as sound and social media posts. These were excluded from the
analysis for practical reasons but would make an interesting subject. Time and place add their
own limitations, as the focus was on synchronic data by two British tabloids. The discourses
of mental health are rooted in the social context, which varies between countries, and different
languages draw on local norms and expressions.

All in all, this thesis contributes to the understanding of mental health which is
communicated through language use. It does not aim to generalize about tabloid media or their
audiences but offers observations and viewpoints on mental health discourse that could be

further explored. Future studies might want to expand the volume of data as well as the time
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span and geographical location of the articles and comments. They could analyse diverse online
data which captures more than the written text. A thematic focus can also be recommended,
such as an examination of the discourses of mental well-being. Overall, the online world is
meaningful to a great number of people and its forms of communication change rapidly, which

necessitates continuing research on it.
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