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Introduction
This submission is sent as part o f m odule  one o f the  Leveson Inquiry. However, it also contains 

in fo rm a tion  about ethical issues w hich may also be considered during m odule fo u r o f the  Inquiry.

The British Psychological Society w elcom es the  evidence subm itted  by th e  Science M edia Centre (SMC) 

on 5 December 2 0 1 l \  The Society is closely linked to  the  SMC and many o f the  experiences and views 

expressed in th e ir  docum ent convey concerns shared by th is  Society.

Over many years we have w orked to  develop a good w ork ing  re la tionship  w ith  jou rna lis ts  to  ensure th a t 

evidence-based psychology is com m unicated to  the  media to  help in form  the  w ide r public. We echo 

th e  s ta tem ent in th e  SMC submission th a t much o f the  coverage is accurate and balanced due to  the  

skill and ded ication o f the  specialist science and health jou rna lis ts  em ployed in the  national press.

M em bers o f th e  British Psychological Society have undertaken tra in ing  to  im prove the  com m unication 

o f th e ir  science by developing th e ir  media skills. This ensures th a t our psychologists understand how the  

media works, w ha t in fo rm a tion  is needed and th in k  about how  covering a particu la r s to ry can help or 

h inder the  bigger p icture  o f public understanding. From the  ha rd -h itting  articles on new research to  

fea tu re  stories on specific psychological issues, and perhaps even to  m ore trad ition a l Agony Aunt-sty le  

columns, the  p rin t m edia has influence and shapes public understanding and awareness. W hen the  

press gets som ething w rong it can be devastating fo r  those involved and confusing to  the  w ide r public.

W e support the  general issues (section2) o f th e  SMC submission. In particu la r we w ou ld  emphasize the  

points about headlines and th e  un fo rtuna te  sensationalising o f research.

Sensationalising psychological research findings and insensitive reporting
Of course in many fie lds o f science and in psychology in particu lar, the re  are a num ber o f v iew poin ts. In 

many ways to  suggest th a t the re  is only one righ t answer or v iew po in t can over s im p lify  an issue. Due to  

th e  basic rules o f p rin t (and broadcast) m edia -  i.e. lim ited  tim e , space (and fo r  some general reporters) 

lim ited  appreciation o f the  com plexities, th is  is an issue.

Headlines about psychological research have o ften  been overly sensational and po ten tia lly  insensitive. 

This extends to  even the  highly sensitive top ics psychologists research such as psychological d isorders 

and th e ir  trea tm en t.

 ̂ h ttp ://w w w .sciencem ediacentre .org /pages/pub lica tions/index.php?show AII=0&show Series=21
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Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
For example, th e  Daily M ail has on several occasions re ferred to  th e  deve lopm enta l d isorder ADHD w ith  

headlines including 'N aughty Child Syndrome Costs Taxpayer £170m '^ and another 'Does ADHD really 

exist?'^ W h ils t psychologists them selves debate th e  nature  o f ADHD, re fe rring  to  the  d isorder w ith  such 

sensationalist headlines is highly likely to  cause distress to  those diagnosed w ith  ADHD.

The fo rm e r artic le  stated th a t "the re  are no medical tests fo r  ADHD. Instead, children are diagnosed on 

th e  basis o f th e ir  behaviour and questionna ires". This s ta tem ent shows a lack o f understanding o f the  

diagnosis o f psychological disorders, w hich typ ica lly  are assessed using in terview s and a range o f 

standardized psychological instrum ents like questionnaires. Statem ents like these have the  po ten tia l to  

a) harm  th e  ind ividual w ith  a d isorder and th e ir  fam ilies, and b) convey confused messages about 

psychological d isorders to  the  general public m ore broadly in th e  absence o f an evidence-based 

discussion. This is a particu la rly  sensitive issue because it is w ell established th a t individuals w ith  

psychological d isorders find  th e  stigma attached to  m ental health d ifficu lties  makes th e ir  sym ptom s 

worse and harder to  recover fro m ^

Depression
Depression is another example o f a psychological d isorder th a t is frequen tly  insensitively captured in 

headlines. For example an artic le  was published in 'The Sun' last year en titled  '24  hours to  beat 

depression'^. The artic le  proceeded w ith  suggestions o f activ ities to  boost m ood over a 24 hour period 

from  shopping to  having a tea-break. W hile  th e  artic le  may have had a ligh t-hearted focus, it is very 

likely it w ou ld  be upsetting  fo r  those w ith  a diagnosed d isorder o f depression. It could come across 

along the  lines o f th e  'pu ll yourse lf to ge th e r' style o f th ink ing  and be po ten tia lly  damaging to  those w ho 

have been diagnosed w ith  depression w ho are likely to  have com plex needs.

An artic le  published in the  Daily M ail e n titled  'Depression? It's ju s t th e  new tren dy  illness!'® to ld  

sufferers w ith  th e  d isorder to  'get a grip g irls '. Here again is an example o f insensitive reporting  and 

such a com bina tion  o f sensationalist headlines and insensitiv ity in re la tion to  depressive sym ptom s has 

th e  potentia l to  be highly distressing to  those diagnosed w ith  depression. In general, the re  seems to  be 

an awareness th a t th e  reporting  o f suicides should be done w ith  care in an e ffo rt to  avoid copy-cat 

occurrences. The same sensitiv ity needs to  be applied m ore broad ly to  psychological issues.

http://www.dailvmail.co.uk/news/article-375455/Naughtv-child-svndrome-costs-taxpavers-170m.html 

® http://www.dailvmail.co.uk/health/article-190390/Does-ADHD-reallv-exist.html

 ̂h ttp ://w w w .m en ta lhea lth .o rg .U k /he lp -in fo rm a tion /m en ta l-hea lth -a -z /S /s tigm a-d isc rim ina tion /

 ̂http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/woman/health/health/3210961/24-hours-to-beat-depression.html 

 ̂http://www.dailvmail.co.uk/debate/article-1278510/Depression-lts-iust-new-trendy-illness.html
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Damage to personai iives
Psychology is th e  scientific study o f people, th e  m ind and behaviour. One o f the  issues th a t concerns 

m em bers o f our Society is the  psychological w ell being o f individuals. The Leveson Inqu iry has heard 

several hours o f evidence from  those w ith  a high media p ro file  whose reputa tion  or personal lives may 

have been damaged by press coverage. We w ou ld  re ite ra te  th e  po in t made by the  SMC (page 7) th a t 

th is  is no t ju s t an issue fo r  ce lebrities bu t can im pact on anyone. M any o f the  examples o f potentia l 

harm b rought to  our a tte n tio n  concern program m es on broadcast media like: Boys and Girls Alone 

(Channel 4 2009), Horizon -  How v io len t are you? (BBC 2009), Brita in 's Got Talent (ITV 2009). However, 

o ften  these program m es provoke many colum n inches in the  general p rin t media and th is  perpetuates 

inaccuracies and the  potentia l fo r  harm  and fu rth e r disregard fo r  ind ividual w ell being.

The Society has advised p roduction  companies th a t approach us at the  early stages o f program m e 

deve lopm ent to  speak to  our psychologists about th e  psychological w e ll being o f program m e 

partic ipants. W hen th is  w ork ing  re la tionship  has been established it has been broadly successful - from  

Castaway 2000 (BBC), to  Big B rother (Channel 4).

Ethical issues
As we know, ethical standards should be observed in the  care and p ro tection  o f all w ho appear in the  

media spotligh t. Some people appear as a result o f th e ir  occupation, some people a ttrac t media 

a tte n tio n  fo llo w in g  a personal tragedy o r new sw orthy event in w hich they  may have been involved; 

and o ften , o f course, o thers seek media a tte n tio n  in th e  hope o f becoming 'ce lebrities ' o f some sort or 

another.

As a general rule it is accepted th a t people w ho w illing ly , d irectly  o r ind irectly, expose them selves to  

media pub lic ity  e.g. those w ho en te r in to  th e  w orld  o f rea lity  te levis ion programmes, m ust be presumed 

to  accept th e  consequences o f such exposure. This is, however, subject to  several qua lifica tions, at least 

in respect o f those w ho  unlike 'ce lebrities ' cannot be expected to  be aware o f all o f the  possible 

consequences o f m edia exposure. Crucially, partic ipants should be able to  give fu lly  in form ed consent 

w hich involves the  fo llow ing :-

a) they  give such consent in the  ligh t o f com prehensive in fo rm a tion  o f possible consequences

b) they  have a level o f understanding and can antic ipa te  the  possible negative repercussions o f 

pub lic ity

c) they  are no t psychologically vu lnerable.

Because o f considerable problem s experienced by people exposed in the  media, th e  British 

Psychological Society has issued advice to  psychologists w ho may be advisors to  production  companies 

and broadcasters. Despite this, experience suggests th a t o ften , w h ile  partic ipants give consent they  do 

no t fu lly  appreciate the  consequences o f th e ir  partic ipa tion  - particu la rly  partic ipants in rea lity  

te levis ion program m es w ho find  them selves the  focus o f news coverage. They are o ften  unaware o f the  

possible e ffect on th e ir  fam ily  m embers, some o f w hom  may find  them selves exposed because o f m inor 

m isdem eanours in the  past. There can be intense activ ity  over the  sm allest item  o f interest.
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These problem s represent w ide r and o ften  unrecognised im plica tions o f partic ipa tion  in program m es 

from  com petitive  ones like 'X Factor' and 'B rita in 's Got Talent', to  docum entary style program m es 

re lating to  life  choices and life-styles, o r living w ith  particu la rly  d ifficu lt conditions. It appears th a t a 

search fo r  stories about the  partic ipant o r th e  partic ipant's  fam ily  o ften  becomes the  focus o f 

considerable and provocative media activ ity. Personal critic ism  o f the  partic ipant is a com m on 

occurrence and the re  seems litt le  regard fo r  the  potentia l hu rt to  partic ipants and th e ir  fam ilies. 

Somehow, they  and th e ir  fam ilies - w ho im p o rta n tly  have no t given in form ed o r indeed any consent - 

become 'fa ir game' fo r  some sections o f th e  press. It should be noted th a t some newspapers have also 

been instrum enta l and som etim es helpfu l in voicing and draw ing a tte n tio n  to  fears re lating to  the  

trea tm en t, hum ilia tion  and critic ism  o f partic ipants in com petitive  rea lity  programmes, particu la rly  

ch ildren and those w ho appear to  be particu la rly  vu lnerable.

Perhaps one o f the  m ost no te w o rth y  examples o f tho rough ly  unpleasant and po ten tia lly  damaging 

press a tte n tio n  is th a t o f Jade Goody w ho, w h ile  seeking fam e in a rea lity  te levis ion context, found 

herself p illo ried  in the  press. Add itiona lly , it was reported  th a t her fa th e r abandoned Jade w hen she was 

a todd le r. Despite th e  fact th a t th is  happened w hen she was young, his im prisonm ent fo r  drug offences 

was publicised. Some o f the  press found  some o f the  critic ism  hard to  bear w ith  th e  Guardian objecting 

to  the  levels o f criticism  o f Jade in extensive and unpleasant articles in the  Sun (an illus tra tive  list o f 

headlines is found  at h ttp ://n e w s .b b c .co .U k /l/h i/7 9 2 8 1 9 9 .s tm .) Perhaps th e  realisation o f the  exten t o f 

th e  criticism  and potentia l hu rt was instrum enta l in Jade's la ter success. W hile  some may hold th e  view  

th a t Jade was responsible in th a t she w illing ly  partic ipa ted  in Big Brother, courted pub lic ity  and 

u ltim a te ly  made a successful and lucrative career, the re  w ou ld  have been much distress involved in her 

rise to  fam e; was she aware o f the  potentia l repercussions o f partic ipa tion , was she 'fa ir game'? Is 

anyone in th e  media spotligh t fa ir game? Notably, her fam ily  also sued the  press a fte r her death in 

re la tion  to  the  publishing o f photos o f the  burial, (see 

h ttp ://w w w .pressgazette .co .uk/sto rv.asp?sto rvcode=44508).

It m ight also be w o rth  m ention ing  th a t professional child actors are also no t im m une to  damaging 

critica l pub lic ity  w hich does no t take age or vu lne rab ility  in to  account. For example, some have been 

criticised in a m anner th a t is hum ilia ting  and embarrassing. Aside from  creating personal distress th is 

w ou ld  have the  potentia l to  be used by o the r children to  bully. M ost notable  recently has been criticism  

o f the  child actor w ho played Ben in EastEnders. (h ttp ://w w w .m e tro .co .uk /tv /829659 -eastende rs-s ta rs - 

lucy-bea le-and-ben-m itche ll-axed-for-bad-perform ances)

It has to  be acknowledged th a t despite th e  above concerns re lating to  po ten tia lly  damaging tre a tm e n t 

o f rea lity  te levis ion partic ipants and 'ce lebrities ', newspapers, magazines and program m e makers have 

as th e ir  main p rio r ity  c ircu lation and view ing figures which, in tu rn , requires them  to  re flect the  

interests, enthusiasms and desires o f the  reading and w atch ing  public.

The Society has published in fo rm a tion  fo r  TV production  companies

http://www.bps.org.uk/what-we-do/bps/press-centre/psvchologists-tv-programmes/psvchologists-tv-

MODI 00062209

http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/7928199.stm
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/storv.asp?storvcode=44508
http://www.metro.co.uk/tv/829659-eastenders-stars-lucy-beale-and-ben-mitchell-axed-for-bad-performances
http://www.metro.co.uk/tv/829659-eastenders-stars-lucy-beale-and-ben-mitchell-axed-for-bad-performances
http://www.bps.org.uk/what-we-do/bps/press-centre/psvchologists-tv-programmes/psvchologists-tv-


For Distribution to C P s

The Society freq ue n tly  receives requests fo r  expert com m entary on psychology-related topics. As media 

engagement, and the  accurate portraya l o f in fo rm a tion , is such an im p orta n t activ ity, we m ainta in  a 

database o f expert 'm ed ia -friend ly ' psychologists w ho can be contacted by those w ork ing  in the  media. 

All o f these individuals are actively encouraged to  uphold professional standards w hen w ork ing  w ith  the  

media o r partic ipa ting  in media productions. Specific guidance® has been developed w hich builds on the  

Code o f Ethics and Conduct ® developed by th e  Society to  provide helpfu l guidelines fo r  researchers, 

teachers and practitioners  o f psychology. This code is b u ilt upon fo u r basic principles:

•  Respect (valuing th e  d ign ity  and w o rth  o f all people)

•  Competence (working w ith in  th e ir  levels o f skills and tra in ing)

•  Responsibility (avoiding harm  and the  prevention o f misuse or abuse o f th e ir  con tribu tions to  

society)

•  In tegrity  (valuing honesty, accuracy, c la rity  and fairness in all th e ir  interactions).

W hen BPS m em bers in teract w ith  th e  media they  are activ ity  encouraged to  uphold professional 

standards in th ree  ways.

•  Respecting the  d ign ity  and au tonom y o f con tribu to rs  and o the r people (obtain ing valid consent 

from  contribu to rs , p rom oting  fairness and sensitiv ity in portray ing  individuals and groups, and 

advocating fo r  the  p ro tection  o f th e  rights o f people w ho  are vu lnerable  o r o f lim ited  capacity).

•  Supporting high standards o f in teg rity  (m ainta in ing scientific standards o f accuracy and 

evidence and advocating coverage o f a diverse range o f views and foste ring  debate).

•  Being socially responsible (recognising th a t media production  exists w ith in  the  context o f 

human society and has a potentia l fo r  g reat influence and considering possible risks and seeking 

to  m in im ise them  w h ile  m axim ising benefits).

® h ttp ://w w w .bps .o rg .uk /w ha t-w e-do /e th ics-s tanda rds /e th ics-m ed ia -in fo rm ation -m em bers /e th ics- 

m ed ia-in fo rm ation-m em bers

® h ttp ://w w w .bp s .o rg .u k /s ites /de fau lt/file s /do cum e n ts /cod e  o f ethics and conduct.pd f
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The system of redress
In June 2009 th e  Daily Telegraph m isreported  a story about psychological research concerning rape. The 

press release fo r  the  research was headlined "Prom iscuous men m ore likely to  rape" (appendix 1), the  

news in the  Telegraph read:

Rape Triggers

"W om en who drink alcohol, w ear short skirts and are ou tgo ing  are m ore like ly  to be raped, psychologists 

a t the University o f  Leicester claimed. They asked 101 rugby and fo o tb a ll p layers to im agine various 

scenarios and fo u n d  th a t a ll three fa c to rs  had a bearing on w hether m en w ou ld  fo rce  a w om an in to

sexual intercourse".

This was a m isreporting  o f th e  research. The researcher was no t only concerned about her professional 

repu ta tion  bu t was even m ore concerned about the  feelings o f w om en across the  coun try  w ho may 

have been victim s o f rape. On th is  occasion we supported th e  researcher to  speak to  th e  Daily 

Telegraph reporte r, and a fu ll correction  and apology w ere  prin ted . The system w orked very w ell on 

th a t occasion. There was no need to  contact the  Press Com plaints Commission (PCC). However we 

w ou ld  support the  SMC view  th a t th e re  should be a change to  th e  PCC rule th a t states th a t on ly an 

ind ividual scientist can complain about an inaccurate story. The scientific com m un ity  m ust be able to  

make com pla ints about inaccurate articles w hich damage the  public in terest. This w ou ld  a llow  

professional bodies, such as th e  Society, to  support th e ir  m em bers m ore fu lly .

M ore rou tine ly  ind ividual scientists have been concerned about the  accuracy in the  reporting  o f th e ir  

w o rk  and in particu la r th e  over-s im plifica tion  o f evidence and conclusions.

Recommendations
The British Psychological Society calls on th e  Leveson Inquiry to  consider th e  fo llow ing  

recom m endations:

•  Support th e  recom m endations subm itted  by the  Science M edia Centre (page 9 o f th e ir  

docum ent).

•  Encourage newspapers to  consider the  psychological im plica tions o f news and features, both 

fo r  the  individuals involved and fo r  th e ir  w ide r readership. The guidelines published by the  

British Psychological Society (m entioned on pages 5 and 6 o f th is  submission) are available fo r 

th is  purpose.
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About the British Psychological Society
The British Psychological Society, incorporated by Royal Charter, is th e  learned and professional body 
fo r  psychologists in th e  United Kingdom. W e are a registered charity  w ith  a to ta l m em bership o f a lm ost 
50,000. Under its Royal Charter, th e  objective  o f th e  British Psychological Society is "to  p rom ote  the  
advancem ent and d iffusion o f the  know ledge o f psychology pure and applied and especially to  p rom ote  
th e  e ffic iency and usefulness o f m em bers by setting  up a high standard o f professional education and 
know ledge".

W e are com m itted  to  provid ing and d issem inating evidence-based expertise and advice, engaging w ith  
policy and decision makers, and p rom oting  the  highest standards in learning and teaching, professional 
practice and research. The British Psychological Society is an exam ining body granting certifica tes and 
dip lom as in specialist areas o f professional applied psychology.

Contact:
Lucy Chaplin, PR Manager 

The British Psychological Society 

48 Princess Road East 

Leicester LEI 7DR
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Appendix 1

News Release
48 Princess Road East, Leicester LE1 7DR

Embargo: 00.01 hrs Tuesday 23’̂'* June 2009

P ro m iscu o u s men more likely to rape

Promiscuous men are more likely to force women in to sex.

This is one of the findings of Sophia Shaw and colleagues from the University of Leicester who 
will present their research at the British Psychological Society Division of Forensic Psychology 
Annual Conference today, Tuesday June, at the University of Central Lancashire, Preston.

First, 101 men aged between 18 and 70 completed questionnaires regarding their sexual 
history, personality and aggression. They were then asked to imagine themselves in different 
scenarios with one woman but varying her dress, how much alcohol she had drank, how 
assertive she was and how many previous sexual partners she had.

Men who considered themselves sexually experienced were willing to coerce the 
woman to a later stage in the scenario than those with less sexual experience. These 
men also reported that they found resistance from a woman sexually arousing.

Alcohol, however, had the opposite effect than predicted, with participants more likely to 
coerce women who were sober rather than drunk.

Sophia explained: “Previous research has suggested that women are more likely to be raped 
by someone they know, yet they fear rape by strangers more. This study was concerned with 
examining the factors that lead men to have a greater likelihood to commit rape in scenarios 
involving a woman who was an acquaintance.”

“We can see from the results that sexually experienced men are more likely to coerce women in 
sexual situations; even more so if they believe the women to be sexually experienced.”

The conference is being held at the University of Central Lancashire from the 23'”'' to 
25**̂  June. The full programme is available on the Society’s website 
http://www.bps.orq.uk/DFP2009

Ends

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: XXXXXXXXXXX

Date:

Ref: PR1630
18*'’ June 2009
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