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• Drug related deaths are a significant and growing public health 
concern in Australia and internationally.

• There has been a fourfold increase in methamphetamine-
related deaths observed over the last 20 years in Australia, 
with deaths reaching a record high (2.4 deaths per 100,000) in 
2020.1

• Since 2013, Australians have consistently rated 
methamphetamine/amphetamine as the drug of most 
concern to the community, and the drug most likely to be 
associated with a ‘drug problem’.2

• Approximately 40-60% of Australians hold negative or 
stigmatizing attitudes towards people who use 
methamphetamine.3

•  These attitudes are likely shaped by stigmatizing and 
sensationalist media representations.4

• Stigma towards people who use drugs has been found to 
contribute to poor mental and physical health, reduced help-
seeking behaviours delayed treatment utilisation, and 
increased risk of overdose and death.5,6

• A nationally representative sample of Australians (N = 1490) 
took part in an online experimental study (15 – 20 mins).

• Participants were randomized to 1 of 8 simulated news stories 
depicting a drug-related death. 

This study aimed to examine the relationships between media 
representations of drug-related deaths in news articles and 
stigma towards the person who used drugs, along with 
attitudes towards harm reduction policy.

• Each news story varied by drug type 
(methamphetamine or MDMA ‘ecstasy’), age of 
the person depicted (younger or older), and 
gender of the person depicted (female or male).

• Primary analysis was a 2x2x2 factorial MANOVA with 
stigma towards the depicted characters and support for 
harm reduction as dependent variables. Exploratory 
analyses were conducted using a four-step regression 
model.  

• The study sample was majority female (n = 815; 54.7%) and 
the mean age was 48.5 years (SD 17.73).

• Stigma was higher toward depictions of older characters 
compared to younger characters (p < .001) and towards those 
who had used methamphetamine compared to ecstasy (p < 
.001).

• There was no significant main effect of story gender, age, or 
drug type on support for harm reduction. 

Certain characteristics in news stories about drug-related 
deaths are associated with higher stigma towards the depicted 
person.
Improving how the media report and frame drug-related 
deaths represents an important avenue for reducing stigma 
towards people who use drugs and, in turn, foster public 
support for evidence-based drug policies. 
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