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ABSTRACT 

This research attempted to investigate the attitudes of 

psychology majors and non-psychology majors toward persons with 

mental illness. Approximately 161 Austin Peay State University 

students participated in this study. Participants completed 

an attitude scale designed by Laine and Lehtinen (1973) which 

measures attitudes toward person with mental illness. 

It was anticipated that psychology majors would score more 

positively than non-psychology majors on the attitude scale. 

There did not appear to be a significant difference between 

the two groups. Other factors did show to be significant in 

determining attitudes held toward t hi s population. It was 

concluded that exposure t o pe rsons with ment a l i l lness improved 

attitudes in both groups. A sugge s tion ar i si ng from this 

research is that exposing s tudents to persons wi t h me ntal illness 

be integrated into the cl assroom . 
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Purpose of t h e study 

Chapter I 

Introduc t ion 

Muc h attention has been focused on attitudes about mental 

i llne ss. Numerous studies have been conducted to examine 

attitudes of college students, mental health personnel, and 

the general public toward mental illness. Studies also have 

looked at the effects of information, education, and exposure 

to persons with mental illness and how these factors have had 

an effect on attitudes towards mental illness. A review of 

the literature did not find any research with college students 

that investigated whether psychology majors have a more positive 

attitude toward mentally ill than non-psychology majors. While 

several studies have been conducted with college students in 

general, there appears to be no data specifically focused on 

the attitudes of psychology students toward persons with mental 

illness. 

Attitudes of students 

Tringo (1970) investigated attitudes toward specific groups 

by establishing a hierarchy of preference toward the different 

d He looked at three groups: high school isability groups. 

students, undergraduates, and college graduates. A Disability 

adml. nistered containing 21-items to Social Distance Scale was 

O f social distance toward different represent various degrees 

Dl· sabi' li' ti· es i· ncluded alcoholism, blindness, disabilities. 

d mental l' llness to name a few. eafness, and 
Mental illness 

t hat were consistently ranked 
was one of four disabilities 
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lowest • Wh e n all groups were combined, females wer·e found to 

be mo r e accepting than males of all disabilities. 

Lyons a nd Hayes (1992) also used the Disability Social 

Distance Scale that Tringo 1 d emp oye to investigate the attitudes 

of occupational therapy students toward various disabilities, 

psychiatric disorders in particular. Participants were 223 

undergraduate occupational therapy students and freshmen business 

studies students. They found that occupational therapy students 

desired less social distance than business students from persons 

with various disabilities, including psychiatric disorders. 

There was no difference found between female freshman and senior 

occupational therapy students regarding desired social distance. 

Creech (1977) conducted a study to determine if attitudes 

toward persons with mental illness changed as a result of a 

twelve week psychiatric affiliation program. Female student 

nurses attitudes were assessed by a questionnaire derived from 

two instruments: Cohen and Struening's Opinions About Mental 

Illness and Ellsworth's Opinions About Mental Illness Scale. 

It was found that student nurses' attitudes were changed in 

a more positive direction as a result of the psychiatric 

affiliation program. 

Morrison, Yablonovitz, Harris, and Nevid (1976) found that 

student nurses tended to hold more moderate attitudes toward 

and appeared to be less conservative 
persons with mental illness 

than teacher-students. The students nurses ' attitudes appeared 

· es and similar to 
t b " d. l" than psychiatric nurs o e more ra 1ca 



those of psychiatric r e sidents. 
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They used the Client Attitude 

Questionnaire which was to diff t· eren 1ate between radical 

psychosocial views of mental ill ness and conservative views. 

This instrument considered "conser t· 11 va ive statements as "Mental 

illness is a disease" and consi' dered statements as "Mental 

illness is a myth" to be "radi' cal". The sample used in the 

study were female senior nursing students, psychology students, 

psychiatric residents, teacher-students, and local psychiatric 

registered nurses. 

Attitudes of the general public 

Laine and Lehtinen (1973) compared attitudes toward mental 

illness in two Finnish communities. One community was mainly 

agricultural and the other industrialized. Participants were 

200 community people between 15-65 years old. Subjects were 

personally interviewed. The y used a Likert-type attitude scale 

designed for the purpose of investigating attitudes in this 

study . The final choice of 20 items was based on item analysis 

and reliability was found to be as high as 0.897 (Edwards, 1957; 

Karlsson, 1965). Laine and Lehtinen defined mental illness 

as "a condition that has led to treatment of mental illness". 

They defined mentally ill as "a person who is or has been in 

11 ( 119) They used t h is language so it would a mental hospital p. • 

be familiar to the general public. This study found that the 

, more posi· t 1· ve than women's in both Finnish 
mens attitudes were 

communities. It was also noted in both communities that the 

l arge r number of sources of information such as media and 
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educational inS1:itutions, the more positive the attitudes. 

Another study using the Laine and Lehtinen scale was 

conducted by Ojanen (1992) with the general public living in 

various parts of Finland. Ojanen also used two other methods 

of measuring attitudes toward persons with mental illness. 

Items from the Laine and Lehtine n sca le we r e r ewritten to reflect 

the participants percep t i on o f other people ' s opinions . A s a mple 

item would be "Peop le r egard most menta l pa ti e nts as dange r ous". 

Finally the sub jec t s we r e admi nist e r ed a •e n al He a l th Knowledge 

Que s tionn a ire . Oj an e n looked o s ee i a i ude s had changed 

over a 1 5- year pe r iod since he ques io ai r e ~a s i rs used 

by Le ht i ne n and Vaisane n . 

Le ht i ne n and Va isan n ( 1977 ) ou 

be twee n at t i tu d sand a 

of 35 had mo r e posi i 

il l ne ss . Th ey also ou 

owa rd p rs o ns \,,' i h m n 1 

attitud s inc r eas d \..'i 

i 

mental illn ss . Th u hors 

femal sand mal s w r v r: i 

I n anoth rs u Y con 

a ndi ·1 

d s o,,.- r 

n 

s 

i 

sos 

0 

s 

s 

corr la ion 

r h 

h m 

i 

al 

i ud e 

s owa r d 

nc s be tween 

i ud e 

s cal e d e ve loped by Lain n 3 ) , i en and 

Va i s a nen ( 1978 ) ran oml ) sa 

Sub jects we r e intervi ewe 

1 

Y a 

OOO 5 J cs in r · n l and . 

5 .' c ia r s , co e e d a Co r ne ll 

1edical Inde x Health e s i o nai e , a 00 s ychological test s. 

They also gathered info r matio 
r o hospi a i es , clin ics , 
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health insurance agencies and t· . 

' rom social and law authorities. 

when the data was combined 
, assessments were made to determine 

if a psychological disorder was present d 
an to determine the 

subjects need for psychiatric treatment. 
Six categories of 

psychological disturbances were identified: no symptoms, mild 

psychological symptoms, neuroses, personality disorders including 

alcoholism and other addictions, borderline cases, and psychoses. 

They found that subjects with manifested psychological 

disturbances who were in need of psychiatric treatment held 

more negative attitudes toward mental illness than those labeled 

mentally healthy. They also found that attitudes of subjects 

were more positive if they had received specific psychi atric 

treatment than those treated by general practitioners. 

Socall and Holtgraves (1992) conducted a study to 

investigate attitudes toward persons with mental illness. 

Respondents were randomly selected from the telephone directory 

and were mailed a survey regarding opinions of the health of 

the general public in the community . Respondents indicated 

their wi llingness to interact with a person with a specific 

mental disorder, or with a specific physical disorder with 

identical behaviors. Generall y , vignettes were identical except 

person was labeled as either having a physical or mental 

disorder. They found that respondents rejected persons wi th 

th Persons with physical illness. mental illness more an 
The 

with mental illnesses to be subjects also considered persons 

1 s positive outcomes than those 
less predictable and to have es 



6 

with physical ill ness . 

Attitudes o f me ntal health pe rsonne l 

Re s e arch indicates that me ntal health 
profess i onal s o ft e n 

hold a variety of views toward persons with mental illness. 

Nunally ( 196 1 ) fou nd that persons with mental illness were 

pe rceived b y t he general public as worthless, cold, 

unpredi c tab le , dirty, dangerous, and insincere in comparison 

with " norma l " people. N 11 una Y also found that general medical 

pra c tit i oners held similar attitudes of the general population. 

He found practitioners viewed "neurotics" as weak, twisted, 

complicated, foolish, and ineffective. "Psychotics" were labeled 

as dirty , unpredictable, and dangerous. 

Potts and Brandt (1986) point out that attitudes held by 

health professionals may greatly affect the patient's response 

t o treatment. According to Potts and Brandt health professionals 

beliefs concerning persons with handicapping conditions may 

be more negativ e than beliefs held by the lay public. Using 

a modified version of the Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons 

Scale they found that beliefs toward persons with handicapping 

cond itions were not profoundly different, but that those with 

h · 1· ncludi'ng mental illness, were viewed andi capp ing conditions, 

as being d i fferent. 

Summary of literature review 

h Studl· es conducted involving college 
Wh i le ma ny oft e 

Student attitudes toward disabled groups, 
students have exa mi ned 

h that looks solely at attitudes 
there has b een little researc 
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toward persons wi th mental illness. The studies that have 

examined attitudes toward mental illness have looked at the 

effects of education, intervention programs, and exposure to 

persons with mental illness and how these shaped attitudes toward 

persons with mental illness. Many of the studies concluded 

that attitudes changed in a more positive direction as a result 

of education about mental illness or exposure to persons with 

mental illness. 

Laine and Lehtinen (1973) reported that length of schooling 

affects attitude formation. Lehtinen and Vaisanen (1977) also 

support the hypothesis that the higher the education of the 

subject, and the younger the subject, the more positive attitude 

toward mental illness. 

Statement of the hypothesis 

This current study attempted to determine if students 

majoring in psychology at the undergraduate level have a more 

positive attitude toward persons with mental illness than non-

psychology majors. rt was hypothesized that psychology majors 

would have a more positive attitude toward persons with mental 

h logy maJ·ors and therefore score more illness than non-psyc o 

• d l developed by Laine and Lehtinen. positively on the att1tu e sea e 



subjec t s 

Chapter II 

Method 

The subjects used in this e . 
xperiment were Austin Peay State 

university students enrolled in 
undergraduate psychology courses. 

A total of 161 students validly completed all forms given for 
them to complete. Forty-four of the subjects were psychology 

majors a nd 117 were non-psychology majors. Fifty-three of the 

subjects were male and 108 female. 

Procedure 

A brief description of the attitude scale designed to 

measure attitudes toward persons with mental illness was 

explained as well as the consent form (Appendix A) outlining 

voluntary participation. Each subject was asked to circle the 

alternative that was closest to the way they felt about the 

statement. They were informed that there were no right or wrong 

answers, only opinions. All participation forms were then 

collected from the subjects. Students were debriefed as to 

the nature of the research. 

Materials 

The attitude scale developed by Laine and Lehtinen (1973) 

is a 20-item Likert type scale with answers ranging: 

1=completely agree, 2=agree, 3=unable to say, 4=disagree, to 

5=completely disagree (Appendix B). Certain items were reversed 

in scoring in order to correct for response set. Reversed items 

t wo, three, four, seven, eight, 
were statements number one, 

ten, fourteen, sixteen, and twenty. 
The items measured 
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willingness to be in contact • 

wi th persons with men t al illness 
and opinion statements about 

persons with mental illness. 

Reliability of the items were found to be as 
high as 0.897. 

The final choice of items for the 
scale were based on item 

analysis. The scores ranged from 20-100 , wi·th 100 representing 

the most positive attitude. Demographic sheets were filled 

out including major, age, year in colleg d d . e, gen er, an a question 

to see if they had ever been exposed to someone who had been 

hospitalized with mental illness (Appendi x C). The numbe r and 

percentage of sampled subjects i n each demog raphic category 

was calculated (see Table 1 ). 

Method of Analysis 

The attitudes of the t wo groups , psychology majors and 

non-psychology majors, we r e de sc ribed with mean total attit ude 

scores. The statistica l significance of the differences between 

the mean scores of the groups were figured by using the Student 's 

t -test. Standard devi a tions were also derived . The two main 

groups were broke n into s imil ar groups for comparison . 

Utilization of standard dev ia tion , average , variance , maximum 

and minimum score, and r ange we r e used to compare similar groups 

i.e. non-ps ychology exposed vs. psychology exposed . An analy s i s 

t d t o dete rmine if maJ·or and/ or of variance was also conduc e 

d an effect on attitude t oward exposure to mental illness ha 

Persons with mental illness. 



Table 1 1 0 

~mbe r and Percentage of Sampled Subjects in Each category 

!2,_emographic Category n Percentage 

Major 

Psychology 44 27 . 33 

Non-psycho l ogy 11 7 72.67 

Grade Clas s ification 

Freshman 45 27.95 

sophomore 
43 26.17 

27 1 6. 77 
Junior 

51 25 . 47 
Senior 

5 3 . 11 
Graduate 

Gender 
52 32.30 

Male 
1 09 67.70 

Female 

Age 78 . 88 
1 27 

18-29 
30 

18 . 63 

30-44 2.48 
4 

45-64 

Ethnic Group 21 • 7 4 
35 

Black 68 . 94 
111 

White 
1 5 

9.32 

Other 

Exposure 
1 00 

6 2 • 11 

Yes 61 
37.89 

No 



Chapter III 

Statistical Fi ~dings 

An analy s is of variance was conducted and there was no 

effect o f major, F(1, 156)=0.63, p=.43. However there appears 

t o be a main effect of exposure to persons with mental illness 

and attitude, F(1, 156)=8.88, p=.003. There was no interact i on 

between major and e xposure to persons with mental illness. 

Table 2 

Mean , Standard Deviation, Vari a nc e , Maximum , Minimum 

and Range 

Categor i es for compar i son M STD V Ma x Min R 

Groups 

Ps ych majors 74. 45 12 . 20 148 . 72 99 32 67 

Non-ps ych majors 72 .57 9. 74 94 . 94 96 42 54 

Non-ps ych and e xposure 

68. 31 8 . 92 76 .0 5 86 48 39 

Non-psych and no e xposure 

7 6. 1 2 8. 45 71 • 40 96 55 41 

145. 47 99 66 33 75.41 12.06 Psych and e xposure 
44 30 17 2 .6 7 94 71 • 9 2 1 3. 1 4 Ps ych and no e xposure 



Chapter IV 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study wast 
o investigate if students 

ma jor i ng i n psychology held a more 
positive attitude toward 

persons with mental illness than did 
non-psychology majors. 

The variables involved in this study 
were major and exposure 

and the dependent variable was attitude toward persons with 

mental illness. 

A review of the literature was conducted to investigate 

research involving attitudes toward persons with mental illness. 

The literature described a number of studies looking at the 

effects of education, intervention programs, exposure to mentally 

ill person, and disabled persons, however, none of the studi es 

looked at psychology versus non-psychology students to compare 

differences. 

The literature review suggested that the higher the 

education and younger the subject, the more positive attitude 

toward mental illness. Literature also suggested that increased 

information about and affiliation with persons with mental 

illness would improve attitudes toward this group. 

· did not show a more positive Overall, psychology maJors 

h t 1 1· 11ness than did attitude toward persons wit men a 

t h was a significant non-psychology majors, however, ere 

11 · 11 in a more positive difference in attitudes toward menta Y 1 

they had been exposed to someone 
di rection in both groups when 

students as a whole appeared to 
with mental illness. College 

t r d this group. hol d · t · ve attitude owa a fairly pOSl l 



Chapter v 

Implications 

Several implications may be drawn from 
this study. One 

implication suggests that exposure to 
someone with mental illness 

improves attitude toward persons with mental illness. 
This 

would suggest a need for increased awareness in instructional 
strategies in the classroom. Instructors may need to incorporate 

exposing students to persons with mental illness to possibly 

improve attitudes toward this particular group. It would be 

particularly beneficial for future professionals who may work 

or come in contact with this population to better meet their 

needs. 

Another implication may be that because so many closely 

related fields to psychology such as nursing, physical therapy, 

pre-med, and social work were categorized with the non-psychology 

students that this greatly effected the results of the mean 

total scores on the attitude scale. In the future it may be 

interesting to compare attitudes of helping versus non-helping 

professions to see if there is a significant difference in 

attitudes of these two groups. 

The results of this study did not support a relationship 

between major and attitude but it interestingly supports an 

to persons with mental effect between attitude and exposure 

illness as a determining factor to a more positive attitude 

held. Limitations to this study included an attitude scale 

h f mental illness in one category 
w ich grouped all classes o 

number of psychology classes taken 
ana inability to control the 
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by non-psyc hology ma j ors . It would be interesting to see if 

results would have b een different if a more modern attitude 

scale concern ing mental illness was derived that focused on 

more specific mental illnesses such as major depression, 

sch i zophrenia, obsessive compulsive, etc. Also if the number 

of psychology courses taken by non-psychology majors could have 

been controlled or a question added on the demographic sheet 

where the student listed all psychology courses taken, it could 

have been investigated to determine if exposure to psychology 

courses affected attitudes toward persons with mental illness. 
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Appendi x A 

INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT 

1 9 

The purpose of this investigation is to 
look at attitudes 

toward persons with mental illness. 
At no time will you be 

identified nor will anyone other than the investigators have 

access to your responses. 
The demographic information collected 

will be used only for purpose of analysis. 
Your participation 

is completely voluntary and you are free to terminate 

participation at any time without penalty. 

The scope of the project will be explained fully upon 

completion. 

Thank you for your cooperation. 

I agree to participate in the study under the superv1s1on 
of Dr. Stuart Bonnington, a faculty member of the Department 
of Ps ychology at Austin Peay State University. I have been 
informed, either orally or in writing about the procedures to 
be followed and about any discomforts or risks that may be 
involved. The investigator has offered to answer further 
inquiries that I may have regarding the procedures, I understand 
I am free to terminate participation at any time without penalty 
or Prej udice and to have all data obtained withdrawn from the 
study and destroyed. r have also been told of any benefits 
t hat may result from participation. 

Name (Please Print) 

Signature 

Date---------------



Appendix B 20 
. Attitude scale 

The statements listed below describe . 
persons with mental illness . There are n at~itudes toward 
answers, only opinions . Circle the b O right or wrong 
to the alternative that is closest t~u~her that corresponds 
the statement . e way you feel about 

Alternatives: 1 = Completely Agree 
2 = Agree 
3 = Unable to say 
4 = Disagree 
5 = Completely Disagree 

1. I could hire a person who has been in a mental hospital. 

2 3 4 5 

2. Increased efforts should be made to care for mentally ill 

persons outside the mental hospital. 

2 3 4 

3. If I owned an empty lot beside my house I wouldn't have 

anything against selling it to a former mental hospital 

patient. 

2 3 4 

5 

5 

4. I could have a former mental hospital patient as a close 

friend. 

2 3 4 5 

5. There should be a wall around the mental hospital to prevent 

the patients from escaping. 

2 3 4 5 

6. I would feel very ill at ease in the company of a former 

mental hospital patient. 

2 3 4 5 

7. I could fall in love with a person who has been in a mental 

hospital. 
3 4 5 

2 

8. I child in the care of a former mental hospital 
could give my 

patient. 
3 4 5 

2 
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9. If mentally ill persons were treated in general hospitals 

on their owu wards, this would do harm to the other patients. 
2 3 4 5 

10 . r could accept a former mental hospital patient as my fellow 
worker. 

2 3 4 5 
11. Most of the mentally ill persons are dangerous. 

2 3 4 5 
1 2. I would do everything in my power to prevent my child 

marrying a person who has been in a mental hospital. 
2 3 4 5 

1 3 • Mentally ill persons are inclined to commit serious crimes. 
2 3 4 5 

1 4 • I could marry a member of a family in which there is mental 
illness. 

2 3 4 5 

1 5. Mentally ill persons are incurable. 

2 3 4 5 

1 6. I could room with a person who has been in a mental hospital. 

2 3 4 5 

1 7. I would be unwilling to rent a flat to a former mental 

hospital patient. 

2 3 4 5 

1 8. Physical restraint is the only feasible means to manage 

the violent symptoms of a mentally ill person. 

2 3 4 5 

1 9 • It is best to avoid dealings with a former mental hospital 

patient as far as possible. 

2 3 4 5 

should generally be allowed to 20. Mental hospital patients 

go about freely. 
5 4 

2 3 



Appendix c 
Demographic Sheet 

please answer the following: 

Major 

Fresh. Soph. Junior 

Male Female 

Age 

Ethnic Group: White Black 

American Indian Alaskan Native 

22 

Senior 

Hispanic 

Other 

Do you know someone or been exposed to someone who has been 

hospitalized with mental illness? Yes ---- No ----

Asian 
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