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Midterm Paper – Controversial pictures in mental health reporting


A few years ago, Chicago Tribune reporter Bonnie Rubin was preparing a story on bipolar disorder in children. The mother of an affected 8-year-old boy invited Rubin into their home to meet him and learn about his condition. The angle of the story was to clarify how brain illness is different than a condition like having a brain tumor. Rubin wanted to capture the difficulties the family had been through, including insufficient insurance coverage and multiple hospitalizations. “The mother was extremely welcoming, supportive, very pro-active about her kid’s mental health, very active in groups,” says Rubin. “She really felt that the way to erode stigma was to talk about it. And I certainly agreed with her.” In addition to gathering information, Rubin and a photographer took pictures of the child as he played at home. The mother fully understood what was going on, and she fully endorsed it.


After the article was finished, Rubin’s editor decided that no photographs of the boy should run in the Tribune. Instead, a picture of the mother was attached to the article. The editor felt that, later in life, the boy might regret having his picture in an article on bipolar disorder. “What made it interesting is that the parent was extremely insulted,” said Rubin, adding that the mother wouldn’t have expected the same action of her child was in a wheelchair with a brain tumor. Even though Rubin’s intentions were respectable and the photo editor approved it, the editor-in-chief made this unexpected decision. 

The editor was determined to protect the 8-year-old for two main reasons: he was a child and he had a mental illness. Rubin had a well-developed argument against the editor’s stance. First of all, she thought the action made the Tribune look arrogant. She also felt that the paper gave off the impression that they know, more than the mother, what’s best for a boy with bipolar disorder. “My point was it wasn’t just benign,” said Rubin. “We weren’t just playing it safe by using the picture of the mother. We were actually sending a very insulting message to all people who suffer from mental illness, which is that you’re so horrible we can’t photograph you.” Rubin believed that it wasn’t her responsibility to protect people with mental illnesses, because she was careful to get permission from the mother and the story was specifically about bipolar disorder in children.


Journalists should always be concerned about the effect that photographs can have on an audience. In class we have discussed circumstances when shocking pictures are published in the news, and whether or not the inclusions were ethical. Pictures of war, tsunami and hurricane victims are often inflammatory, creating strong emotional responses in the audience. “Trying to separate photographs that teach from photographs that are merely sensational can be difficult” (p. 315, “Groping for Ethics in Journalism”). In choosing a photograph, it is wise to consider the general impact on the community, whether the knowledge about a community will be raised, and if the desire of the readers to see it supersedes the journalist’s concern. But in the case of the 8-year-old bipolar child, a picture doesn’t set off any emotional alarms. Rubin felt that the child didn’t look abnormal at all, let alone shocking.


The next step should have been to identify the concerned parties in such a story. The report about bipolar disorder in children didn’t just affect the mother. Other concerned groups could might been the boy’s extended family, friends, school, community, psychiatrist and doctor. Another pool of readers who should be considered is anyone with mental illness, and those concerned about them. Would this story shed light on the reality of their lives? A more distant, but still viable, entity is the pharmaceutical industry. There no doubt would have been discussion about what medications the boy is taking or has taken. Have those medications improved or worsened the boy’s living condition, and how does that reflect the role of the involved pharmaceutical companies? The most important factor in the story should have been the subject. But an 8-year-old boy, mentally disabled or otherwise, can’t explain how he feels about such an article—a fact that clearly affected the editor’s choice.


Rubin said that the Tribune ethics policy, which applies to editors and reporters, did not resolve the disagreement. Instead, a debate between Rubin and the editor-in-chief was necessary to reach a consensus. Rubin says, “These kinds of discussions take place every single day. There’s nothing unusual about them.” She also admits that these open conversations are one of her favorite things about the journalism profession, compared to a business where it’s not acceptable to openly disagree with your supervisor on a regular basis. “It’s really important to include your editors from the very moment you might have a question about something,” says Rubin. That way, the possibility of a problem arising later on is severely reduced. 

Even after this dilemma, Rubin didn’t look at her role as a journalist any differently. She says she would still want to include a photo of the child if she were writing the story today. Her views seem to be molded by her lengthy career as a journalist. Rubin points out that “ethics changes with the times,” because she remembers when certain things were considered ethical that would never be allowed today. 

Both Rubin’s standpoint and the editor’s can be related to the philosophies we have discussed in class. Rubin’s argument fits in with Aristotle’s idea of a finding the middle ground between extremes (p. 43–44, “Groping”). She felt compelled to present a story with meaning, and to be as honest as possible with the audience. She also thought showing the boy wouldn’t cause excessive (or any) harm. However, the editor’s argument is in line with John Rawls’ “veil of ignorance” (p. 46–47, “Groping”), because she considered the aforementioned concerned parties (or “stakeholders”) and made a decision as if she could have been any of them. From her point of view, this was the safest bet.

Rubin says that there will never be a clear-cut answer for such a disagreement. In this case there were multiple clues that suggested a best choice. Rubin wanted to show more, instead of over-protecting the source. She didn’t want to send an insulting message, or imply that the Tribune knows what’s best for someone. These points show that her main fault was a lack of humility. “Not only should [journalists] be skeptical of what they see and hear from others, but just as important, they should be skeptical about their ability to know what it really means” (p. 85, “The Elements of Journalism”). The editor, on the other hand, wanted to protect the boy’s future, and the many concerned parties other than the mother. The editor had the ability to view the story more like the public, because she wasn’t connected to the sources. Maybe the picture of a troubled mother held more meaning and value to the editor than a picture of the boy.

My younger sister has Asperger Syndrome, a condition similar to Autism. If she were to be featured in a newspaper story, I know that I wouldn’t want her picture published. The more important pictures would be of the people who have adapted their life to better care for her. Children diagnosed with any syndrome or disorder have a stigma attached to them. The more they are told they are different, the more they believe it. The bipolar boy in Rubin’s study will probably be better off without being identifiable to the public. Additionally, it is frightening to consider the possibility that the mother had an underlying motivation. It could have been that, at that moment, public attention seemed more important than her son’s overall well being. Therefore, it’s highly possible that the editor-in-chief of the Chicago Tribune did make a better decision for the boy than the mother. After all, that’s an editor’s job—to present the news in a fair and balanced way, in hopes of finding truth not only in one mother’s perspective, but also in the issue as a whole.

