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Mental health is something that a lot of people don’t really understand and quite often their only way 

of seeing it is through the media such as films and television. But in a lot of cases the representations 

of mental health is wrong, a lot of films and television that play on mental health disorders are usually 

horror or thrillers and don’t often use disorders in the correct way they’re often seen as violent and 

aggressive but even though disorders can actually be all of these things that isn’t always the case.  

In films such as,

 



 

 - Girl interrupted  

- Donnie Darko  

- One flew over the cuckoo's nest  

- Shutter Island 

- The Machinist

 

 

 



 

Mental health is played on very heavily and they show mental health disorders in an aggressive 

violent way and in my opinion that is what makes these films so popular because they are gripping 

and anything could happen and therefore exciting for the viewer to watch. There is a theory called 

schadenfreude  which means pleasure driven by other people’s misfortune, I believe that that’s 

another reason why we love watching movies like this, because we can’t help but think, thank god 

that’s not me.  

 

One of the more popular films on mental health is called ‘Girl Interrupted’ this film explores many 

different kinds of mental disorders such as borderline personality disorder, Sociopath, Schizophrenia, 

fantastica (compulsive lying disorder),  Anorexia, Tourettes and many more.  

This film is an accurate representation of the more extreme version of mental health disorders. 

This film shows not only how it was to live inside a mental institution back in the olden days but also 

how people deal with mental health and what they class as a disorder for example there’s one 

character who is a lesbian and that is classed as a disorder. 

 



 

There are plenty of other media that focuses on mental health for example a television programme 

called  “Touch” this show focuses on a young boy named Jake who has severe autism and maybe ocd, 

he doesn’t speak but he sees patterns and numbers in the universe and he  uses this as a way to 

communicate , Jake uses the fact he can see patterns in the universe to save people and create links 

to people this is interesting because he is using his disorder as a superpower, even though he is 

helping people he is seen by others as someone who is crazy and dysfunctional this is fairly regular for 

children to be seen as dysfunctional if they have a disorder of some sort.  

 



  

So what is the difference between these two films? Well it’s all about the way the mental disorders 

are represented for example if the film Girl Interrupted was made in the style touch was made it 

would be very different and it would be a very light hearted film, it wouldn’t be as dark as it is, and it 

wouldn’t have the affect on people that it currently does. Directors make the films the way they do 

and they represent the films the way they do because the effect it has on the audience, it seems to be 

the darker the film/programme the more interesting they are.  

 

 

 
 

 



 
There are a lot of films that aren’t like this though? Well, you’re right there are a lot of films that 
represent mental health in a good way but these aren’t usually the most popular, the popular 
films are the ones that show mental health in a dark and violent light for example, Donnie Darko 
is a film about a young boy with insomnia, daylight hallucinations, and schizophrenia, and 
certain events lead him to flooding his school, burning down buildings and much more. 
Sucker punch is about a group of young girls who are orphaned brought into a prostitution ring 
to keep them off the streets but it gets worse as the girls create a delusional other life to escape 
from the hell they life in real life these films are some of the most popular films on mental health.  

 
 
 

 



 
Now im going to show you some trailers from these films so you can see it for yourself. 

- Show trailers 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



But there its not all dark out there, there are some light hearted, comedy type films on mental 
health that show mental health in a good way, for example, Kind of a funny story this film is 
based in a psychiatric ward in a  hospital, where two patients unexpectedly meet and form an 
unlikely friendship.  

- PLAY TRAILER-  
 
Wristcutters is a light hearted film about a sort of heaven for people who have committed 
suicide, there they discover there unfinished business and try and finish what they need to.  
-PLAY TRAILER -  
 
And touch we have already spoken about is about the child who has autism and uses it to help 
people  
- Play trailer-  

 
 
Thankyou for listening to my ted talk today, i hope you learnt something about how mental 
health in television and film as real as it seems isn’t always what it seems. 

 
 
 

 


