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John Fetterman Depression
(In the News: 2023)

Thomas Eagleton Depression
(In the News: 1972)
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OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE THOMAS EAGLETON DEPRESSION MEDIA STORM: 

Week of highest news coverage: July 24-August 1, 1972
Number of news articles week before: 1
Number of news articles that week: 64
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 85

Week of highest news coverage: February 16-22, 2023
Number of news articles week before: 2
Number of news articles that week: 40
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 52

In May 2022, Senator John Fetterman suffered a stroke and experienced depression during recovery. On 
February 15, 2023, he was hospitalized for clinical depression. His openness about his mental health 
challenges was met with widespread support from colleagues and the public. Returning to the Senate on 
April 17, 2023, Fetterman has since become a vocal advocate for mental health awareness, using his 
platform to reduce stigma and encourage dialogue on mental well-being.

In 1972, the Democratic nominee George McGovern chose Senator Thomas Eagleton of Missouri to be his running 
mate for the upcoming presidential election. Yet, just 13 days after the announcement, Eagleton con�rmed rumors 
that he had been hospitalized for depression three times in the 1960s, including undergoing shock therapy. This 
announcement caused a political uproar, as politicians pressed Eagleton to drop out of the race. On July 13th, 
Eagleton of�cially announced his withdrawal, making his run for vice president just 18 days long.

• Eagleton’s condition of clinical depression was inherently shocking, especially at that time when mental 
health issues were more taboo and less widely understood.

• Eagleton’s refusal to release his hospital records compounded the political tension and intrigue of the story.

• Eagleton was running for national of�ce in a high-stakes election amidst the Vietnam War, 
amplifying the perceived newsworthiness of his mental health.

• Fetterman was hospitalized for his depression during his tenure as a U.S. Senator, a widely 
revered position in national politics, though less prestigous than Eagleton’s VP bid.

• A politician being hospitalized is inherently shocking and newsworthy, though Fetterman’s 
break from work was short and he made a full recovery.

• Fetterman’s outspokenness yielded a fair amount of emotional quotes, audio, and videos that accompa-
nied his story, including moving comments from his colleagues and a standing ovation in the Senate when 
he returned to work.

• Although depression was not widely understood and treatment options were scarce, people knew about it 
and often treated it as taboo, adding fuel to Eagleton’s struggles.  

• The Vietnam War and the anti-war movement heightened attention to the election.

• Between the 1970s and 2023, stigma around depression had decreased as it became less 
taboo, affecting 5% of adults in 2023.

• This openness made the public more receptive and gave the media more angles for coverage.

• The Eagleton story fueled comparisons to Fetterman, while other politicians, like Senator Tina Smith, 
shared her depression battle in 2019, further normalizing mental health discussions in politics.

• Eagleton broke a longstanding culture of silence on politicians' mental health, as prior issues, 
like JFK’s drug abuse or Abraham Lincoln’s depression, were often hidden from the public.

• Doctors, physicians, and other medical professionals weighed in on the controversial use of shock treatment 
therapy, fueling debates over its ef�cacy and consequences.

• McGovern vigorously defended Eagleton before Eagleton dropped out, publicly proclaiming full con�dence in 
him.

• Some medical professionals publicly commented on Fetterman’s condition, offering 
medical perspectives in the media.

• However, no celebrities or prominent activists ampli�ed the story or pushed it into the 
national spotlight.

• The story received some support from Fetterman’s Senate colleagues but failed to generate legislative 
action or broader high-pro�le political attention.

• Following the Eagleton controversy, 30 to 40% of Democratic voters reported they were 
switching their vote from McGovern to Nixon, with this shift of public opinion reported in 
The New York Times.

• Increased Vetting of VP Candidates: Widely viewed as a political blunder, the Eagleton scandal led to the 
creation and implementation of more substantial vetting processes of VP candidates to avoid future 
scandals.

• Public Opinion on Mental Health: Although the public initially interpreted it negatively, the scandal slowly 
pushed mental health issues into public discourse, setting early groundwork for later movements toward 
destigmatization. Now, mental health is less of a barrier in elections, evidenced in part by Senator 

Fetterman’s case.
• Journalism and Political Communication: The intense scrutiny surrounding the Eagleton scandal 

highlighted the need for more responsible and nuanced reporting when reporting personal matters. 
This contributed to ongoing debates about balancing public interest and individual privacy in political 
journalism and the establishment of the Privacy Act of 1974.
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