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Abstract 

This thesis analyzes research on news media reporting and suicide statistics from the past several 

decades to determine the effect that reporting has on suicidal ideation and behavior within 

different populations. Within this paper, the term “news media” refers to print and broadcast 

journalism organizations (also referred to as mass media) that cover municipal, regional, national 

or international communities. This thesis is intended to illustrate the impact news media can have 

on the public’s opinions, feelings, perspectives, and understanding of facts. 

Specifically, this thesis aims to show how news media reports can change a community’s 

awareness of, and appreciation for, the issue of suicide within that community and the world at 

large, especially among marginalized or neglected groups. Further, it seeks to help journalists 

understand the importance of responsible reporting by showing the negative consequences of 

irresponsible reporting and discussing the potential positive impact journalism can have if done 

correctly and appropriately. Finally, this paper concludes that the news media have, and continue 

to have, a firm hold over public perception when it comes to suicide and suggests journalistic 

best practices based on the reporting guidelines set forth by the leading authorities on the subject. 

 Keywords: news media, journalism, suicide, media contagion, suicide prevention 

  



NEWS MEDIA REPORTING ON SUICIDE 3 

Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Research over recent decades has shown that the news media have an impact on the suicide rate. 

The extent of the impact is dependent on the details, language and repetitiveness of the content. 

The consensus of the suicide prevention community is that with proper training and techniques, 

journalists can actually prevent additional suicides. 

 

Questions Raised 

1. In what ways do news media reports affect the behaviors of their target audiences? 

2. What type of suicide content is most susceptible to imitation by a population? 

3. Who is most vulnerable to influence by news media reports of suicide? 

4. What considerations can journalists take to combat the effects of “media contagion”? 

 

Thesis Content 

An examination of mental health research and news content analyses was conducted to: 

1. Find an evidence-based conclusion as to the existence of “media contagion” 

2. Understand what types of suicide coverage are most common 

3. Identify the risks and benefits of different types of suicide reports 

 

Conclusions 

• News media content can affect thoughts and behaviors in both positive and negative ways 

• The influence of the media can be used to prevent suicide with considerate reporting 

• The best course of action for the news media if they want to prevent suicide is to follow 

professional suicide reporting guidelines 

 

Recommendations 

• Journalists (members of the news media) should carefully consider reporting guidelines 

set forth by health professionals before covering the topic of suicide 

• Journalists should consult with suicidologists and mental health experts to determine a 

story’s newsworthiness before reporting an individual suicide case 

• News media organizations should keep reporters up-to-date on the most recent research  
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The Role of the News Media in Reporting on Suicide 

 Since the dawn of modern journalism in the 19th century, news media have served as 

prominent sources of information within society and helped shape the way people think about 

important issues. It was not until more recently that the spotlight fell on suicide — an issue that 

requires much attention and gets relatively little. Suicide is the 10th leading cause of death in the 

United States and is the cause of death for no fewer than 44,000 Americans each year, according 

to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (2017). Therefore, the way news media 

discuss and inform about suicide is extremely important. The voice of the press can have a 

serious impact on how the public view, consider and react to suicide and suicidal behavior. 

 Over the course of the past several decades, sociologists, mental health professionals and 

media experts have dug through a plethora of news content and suicide statistics to research the 

effects that mediated coverage of suicides has on the public. Although results vary with regards 

to the severity and range of effects, the general research consensus is that news media do, in fact, 

have the power to affect suicide rates when they cover deaths by suicide. The news media have a 

significant impact on public perception of suicide and mental illness, and by replacing explicit 

and sensationalist stories with factual, resource-intensive reporting, the news media have the 

potential to change public perception for the better, expand the public’s understanding of suicide 

and encourage help-seeking behavior in individuals at risk. 

Media Contagion and Risk of Copycat Behavior 

 In order to understand mass media’s influence over the general public, it is important to 

understand the concept of “media contagion.” According to a study by Gould, Jamieson and 

Romer (2003), media contagion falls under the broader umbrella of behavioral contagion, which 

occurs when a certain behavior spreads “quickly and spontaneously through a group” (p. 1269). 
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Suicide contagion is the term used when media contagion leads to an increase in suicides. 

Erlangsen (2013) found that “both fictive characters portrayed in literature or television as well 

as media reports on celebrities dying by suicide might trigger copycat behaviour” (p. 316). The 

“Recommendations for Reporting on Suicide” described suicide contagion — also called copycat 

suicide — as an occasion when “one or more suicides are reported in a way that contributes to 

another suicide” (Reporting on Suicide, 2015). The tendency for individuals to closely follow 

and repeat what they see in the media, to the point of imitating the suicide methods of other 

individuals, is a primary concern regarding media contagion. According to Erlangsen (2003), 

some countries have independent organizations devoted to handling complaints about unethical 

reporting by the media, and many of these groups have developed their own codes for best 

practices to ensure care is taken when covering suicides (p. 316). 

 Suicides can occur in clusters in some cases, with some early research describing 

accounts of suicide “epidemics” (Gould et al., 2003, p. 1269). Experts have more recently stated 

that terms like “epidemic” sensationalize coverage and should be avoided (Reporting on Suicide, 

2015). More recent research offers statistical evidence of suicide contagion occurring within 

different populations. Contagion occurs more commonly in groups of teenagers and young 

adults; the risk of suicide after being exposed to another person’s suicide was two to four times 

higher in 15- to 19-year-olds than other age groups (Gould et al., 2003, p. 1270). Many countries 

have kept extensive data on the effect of media coverage on suicide rates since 1990; before that, 

research in the U.S. established substantial evidence to support the idea that newspaper articles, 

television reports and other mass media coverage of suicide stories were followed by a 

noticeable increase in the number of suicides among that audience’s population (Gould et al., 

2003, p. 1270-1271). The mass of quantitative evidence for suicide contagion due to media 
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contagion that has been gathered in the past several decades causes concern about how and when 

news media organizations should cover suicides. 

 An earlier understanding of media contagion is a phenomenon called the “Werther 

effect,” based on J.W. Goethe’s 18th century novel, The Sorrows of Young Werther (Frei, 

Schenker, Finzen, Dittman, Kraeuchi, & Hoffmann-Richter, 2003, p. 192). In the novel, a 

sensitive young artist falls in love with a woman who is engaged to another man, and his 

unrequited love eventually leads him to take his life by shooting himself with a borrowed pistol 

(Willms, 1999). The term “Werther effect” was first coined by researcher David Phillips in 1974 

to describe the uptick in suicide rates he found among areas in England and the United States 

where newspapers had covered suicides between the years of 1947 and 1968 (Frei et al., 2003, p. 

192). The research Phillips conducted on the relationship between news reporting and increased 

suicide rates formed the baseline for the concept of suicide contagion, which is widely accepted 

as fact by psychiatric researchers and suicide experts. 

 According to Frei et al. (2003), a national workshop was held in the U.S. in 1989 to 

address concerns about the Werther effect and develop recommendations for what to consider 

when reporting on suicide, with the help of suicide experts, public health officers, researchers, 

psychiatrists, psychologists and news media professionals (p. 194). The Centers for Disease 

Control (CDC) approved the recommendations, which were later followed closely in the 

reporting of popular musician Kurt Cobain’s suicide in 1994 (Frei et al., 2003, p. 195). Cobain’s 

death and subsequent news reports will serve as an example of effective news coverage of 

suicide later in this paper. In Frei et al.’s (2003) study of imitation suicide and assisted 

(voluntary) suicide, the researchers found that reports represented assisted suicide as the only 

option — “the consequence of the decision of a determined man” — and even glorified suicide 
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as “a means to stay together after death” (p. 198). This led the researchers to conclude that 

publicizing a method of suicide enhances its availability to the public and causes use of the 

method to increase (Frei et al., 2003). If sharing a suicide technique in detail can cause more 

people in the population to use it, it follows that overly-detailed media coverage of suicide events 

can encourage more suicides by that method. 

 The Werther effect refers to copycat suicides, but it is countered by something called the 

“Papageno effect,” which suggests that some content is actually associated with a decrease in 

suicide (Niederkrotenthaler, Voracek, Herberth, Till, Strauss, Etzersdorfer, Eisenwort, & 

Sonneck, 2010, p. 234). Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2010) conducted research on the relationship 

between media reports and both completed and prevented suicides, balancing the Werther and 

Papageno effects. The researchers determined that media reports about positive coping in 

adverse circumstances could reduce suicide rates. This is the Papageno effect at work: 

illustrating to vulnerable individuals in the audience that coping strategies work. Whereas reports 

that included public suicide myths or that covered suicide events repetitively could increase 

suicide rates. One unexpected result was that media items “with a high probability of containing 

expert opinions or epidemiological facts” were often mixed with “unfavourable, sensationalist 

contents,” and were therefore associated with increased suicide rates (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 

2010, p. 241). Ultimately, however, these results suggest it is possible to prevent suicidal 

behavior with media reports. Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2010) believe their study expanded “the 

base on the possible impact of suicide related media content on suicide rates to also include a 

preventive effect, which [they] conceptualised as a Papageno effect” (p. 241). The most 

important part of the study is the discovery that positive stories about people overcoming suicidal 

ideation despite risk of self-harm can encourage people to seek help rather than attempt suicide. 
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In recent decades, news media organizations have escalated their efforts to understand the 

dangers of careless reporting about suicidal events. According to Erlangsen (2013), guidelines 

for media reporting have been developed by the World Health Organization (WHO), the 

International Association for Suicide Prevention (IASP) and others. Unfortunately, however, 

“guidelines in national languages and press codices are still missing in many developed countries 

and are probably non-existent in most developing countries” (Erlangsen, 2013, p. 316). As the 

Internet becomes more ubiquitous, even in the developing world, more media outlets will gain 

access to research and suggestions about properly reporting on suicide. Erlangsen (2013) found 

the push for more guidelines is “a passive one, and their advice might not be sought by 

journalists writing breaking news on celebrity suicides”; with the efforts of major press agencies 

like Reuters and Associated Press, and possibly an award to draw attention to diligent reporting, 

there could be an increase in scholarly reporting on the subject of suicide (p. 316). According to 

the Reporting on Suicide website, “covering suicide carefully, even briefly, can change public 

misperceptions and correct myths, which can encourage those who are vulnerable or at risk to 

seek help” (Reporting on Suicide, 2015). 

Sisask and Värnik (2012) performed a systematic review of research on the role of media 

in suicide prevention and also came to the conclusion that there is a definitive association 

between media reports of suicidal behavior and “actual suicidality (fatal and non-fatal suicidal 

acts or suicidal ideation)” (p. 133). Although suicide contagion is more common in the case of 

celebrities, there can be an increase in suicides following any news stories concerning suicide 

(Corbo & Zweifel, 2013, p. 70). “The magnitude of the increase in suicides following a suicide 

story is proportional to the amount, duration, and prominence of media coverage” (Gould et al., 

2003, p. 1271). One possible problem with such research, however, is that results that show no 
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association (positive or negative) between reporting and suicide rates may not seem noteworthy 

enough to publish, meaning the majority of available research on the topic might involve only 

the extremes (Sisask & Värnik, 2012, p. 133). The researchers also noted in their conclusion that 

future studies should address the globalization of news via the Internet (Sisask & Värnik, 2012, 

p. 133). The regional nature of news — even with regards to local and national celebrities — is 

changing as more people get access to the Internet, and a story published in one region may not 

necessarily stay within its intended audience as it likely would have several decades ago. 

Celebrity Suicides 

 Research shows that news media coverage of celebrity suicides can lead to copycat 

attempts, usually due to sensationalist reporting. According to a meta-analysis of 10 studies 

about 98 celebrity suicides (Niederkrotenthaler, Fu, Yip, Fong, Stack, Cheng, & Pirkis, 2012), 

there was a marked increase in suicide rates during the month after a celebrity suicide (p. 1037). 

The combined estimate of the change in suicide rates in all regions included in the study is an 

increase of 0.26 suicides per 100,000 (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2012, p. 1041). The number by 

which suicide rates increased after an entertainment celebrity’s suicide varied by geographical 

region — 0.64 in North America, 0.58 in Asia, 0.36 in Australia and 0.68 in Europe (all per 

100,000) — but most important is the fact that all regions showed an increase in suicides 

(Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2012, p. 1037). These numbers might seem small, but they are actually 

quite significant when applied to a large population; it is also important to acknowledge that 

these changes are in addition to the existing suicide rate. That means, using the results for North 

America from Niederkrotenthaler et al.’s 2012 meta-analysis — 0.64 per 100,000 — and using 

the U.S. Census Bureau estimate for the United States population in 2012 — 314 million — 

there would be an estimated 2,010 more American suicides in the month following an 
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entertainment celebrity’s highly-publicized suicide than the usual number of suicides in the 

country during that time. 

 A person’s identification with a celebrity suicide victim is one explanation for imitation 

that is less often considered. One such theory is called “vertical identification,” in which people 

identify with someone who is socially superior to them (Niederkrotenthaler, Till, Kapusta, 

Voracek, Dervic, & Sonneck, 2009, p. 1086). A similar and related form of identification known 

as “horizontal identification” involves relating to someone due to factors such as age group and 

gender (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2009, p. 1086). Digging deeper into the role of social status in 

post-report celebrity suicide imitation, Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2009) found that  

in total suicides, celebrity status of the reported suicide was the only predictor of a post-

report increase of suicides. In suicides that were similar to the respective models, 

celebrity status predicted an increase, and criminality status predicted a decrease of post-

report suicide risk (p. 1089). 

When reading this study, it is important to note that an increase in suicide risk was more likely if 

the news media definitively stated the death was a suicide, rather than speculating about potential 

causes of death. In their report on the Werther effect and assisted suicide, Frei et al. (2003) cited 

a meta-analysis in which “studies using entertainment or political celebrity suicides were 14.3 

times more likely to find a copycat effect than studies that did not” (p. 192). It is clear from these 

studies that celebrity status of a suicide victim can have a strong impact on suicide rates. 

 A plethora of research has been done to determine how news media reporting of celebrity 

suicides in particular can lead to imitation and for what reasons. This has led news organizations 

to begin developing recommendations for how reporters can cover the topic without encouraging 

more suicides: 
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The practice of reporting the suicide deaths of well-known persons or those who hold 

public positions (e.g., teachers and other public servants) increases the chances that 

readers will identify with the victims. Celebrity suicides have been found to be more 

likely to lead to imitation (Wasserman, 1984), possibly because they receive more 

exposure but also because the public views such figures as role models. Giving readers a 

more accurate picture of the precursors of such deaths can help to educate the public and 

suicidal persons about ways to cope with the risk factors for such deaths. (Jamieson, 

Jamieson, & Romer, 2003, p. 1652) 

In the case of celebrities, reporters deem information newsworthy that might otherwise be 

considered private, because the person is in the public spotlight and therefore significant events 

within their private lives are of interest to the public. Similarly, public servants — even ones that 

are not well-known, such as police officers — are newsworthy because they are paid by public 

funds and have “extended contact” with the public (Jamieson et al., 2003, p. 1652). Suicides are 

by nature newsworthy by typical journalistic standards, as they often fall within the public’s need 

to know, especially when the suicide itself is unusual or involves a person of great public 

interest. This makes it difficult for reporters to draw a line between sharing information that their 

audience might want to know and maintaining a level of discretion when dealing with a sensitive 

and potentially harmful subject. 

Example: Coverage of Robin Williams’s Suicide Failed to Follow Guidelines 

 Well-liked entertainment celebrities are among those followed most closely by the public, 

and as a result their deaths can have a strong impact on the actions of those who relate closely 

with them. After news of actor and comedian Robin Williams’s suicide in August 2014, the U.K. 

suicide prevention charity Samaritans released a briefing for members of the press to remind 
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them about the importance of responsible reporting with regards to celebrity suicide. The 

briefing “strongly [advised] the media to follow its guidelines for reporting of suicide and the 

specific guidance of the case” and included the following recommendations: 

• Be mindful that celebrity suicides have a higher risk of encouraging imitational 

behaviour, particularly if the media coverage is extensive and sensationalist. 

• Avoid explicit details of the suicide method. E.g. do not state how the individual took 

their own life or what material was used 

• Do not portray a suicide as quick, effective, painless or easy 

• Where possible, sensitively focus on the life achievements of the person and the 

wastefulness of their death. Try to refer to the wider issues associated with suicide, 

such as risk factors like alcohol misuse or mental health problems. (Samaritans, 2014, 

August 12) 

Despite their briefing to the media, the Samaritans charity was not satisfied with the coverage 

Williams’s death received. In a press briefing the following day, the group’s director of 

communications, Sophie Borromeo, offered a brief admonishment regarding the details given 

about Williams’s suicide: 

“The media has come a long way over the past few years in terms of sensitively reporting 

suicide, which is why we are concerned to see that there have been a large number of 

articles detailing unnecessary information about the nature of Robin Williams’ death. We 

are taking steps to address our concerns. 

 “Research shows that inappropriate portrayal of suicide in the media can lead to 

imitative behaviour amongst vulnerable people and this risk is heightened when a 

celebrity has died this way.” (Samaritans, 2014, August 13) 
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The Samaritans charity was just one media-centric organization to speak out against the overly 

detailed reporting of Williams’s suicide. 

 Members of the news media also expressed concern about coverage of Williams’s death, 

citing the World Health Organization’s suicide reporting guidelines, which will be discussed in 

more detail later in this paper. Claudia Hammond, a presenter on BBC Radio 4, noted that some 

news organizations ignored the Samaritans’ guidelines: “Some articles are dwelling on the 

method. This could be all it takes to encourage someone who was contemplating suicide to 

actually do it” (Boseley, 2014). In the same article, Hammond said that reading about details of a 

suicide can be enough to make someone act if they are already feeling desperate: 

“Many years ago an episode of Casualty showed someone taking an overdose of a 

particular drug. The following week there was a 17% increase in this kind of suicide 

attempt. To see what could happen here if the media don’t start reporting Robin 

Williams’s death more responsibly, you only have to look at what happened in Taiwan 

after the suicide of a high-profile celebrity, where there was a great deal of media 

coverage of the method used. For four weeks suicide rates rose.” (Boseley, 2014) 

On a positive note, this type of media discourse about suicide reporting shows that media experts 

and reporters are considering the consequences of careless reporting and looking for ways to 

raise awareness and change attitudes within the industry. 

 Chief Executive Officer Paul Farmer of Mind, a mental health charity, detailed some of 

the issues in an opinion article for CNN. A significant problem in the reporting of Williams’s 

death was the amount of detail given; according to Farmer (2014), “part of the reason is that the 

U.S. police spokesperson put into the public domain far more detail than would be the norm in 

the UK, Australia or New Zealand.” Reporters from those countries may have had a more 
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difficult time than usual determining what details to include in their stories. They may have been 

used to being given only information acceptable for sharing, not realizing this type of detail in a 

suicide story was unusual. As a result, a number of organizations in Britain included explicit 

descriptions of the minutiae of Williams’s death, which could quickly lead to imitation by at-risk 

readers. Farmer (2014) gave another example of a highly-publicized suicide that gave way to an 

increase in suicides; during the month after celebrity Marilyn Monroe took her own life in 

August 1962, there were an additional 303 suicides in the U.S. – an increase of 12 percent 

(Farmer, 2014). Boseley (2014), a health editor, said that suicide is tragic and imitation due to 

coverage is “doubly so,” but that mental health issues tend to be under-reported. Consequently, 

a real opportunity arises in the wake of a tragedy such as the death of a well-loved 

celebrity to explain mental illness and encourage people to help those who are struggling 

– and not compound it by inadvertently giving a green light to those who are 

contemplating ending their own lives (Boseley, 2014). 

Despite the newsworthiness and timeliness of celebrity deaths, it is crucial that all members of 

the news media first consider the potential impact of their words before sharing detailed 

information of suicide with the public. 

 Some amount of detail can actually be helpful, however, such as a breakdown of the 

factors that contribute to suicide ideation. Allen (2014) quoted a comment from Sal Lalji of 

Samaritans: “Often we’ll see lots of stories with simplistic reasons for why a person might take 

their own lives.” Over-simplification of suicide is one of the more commonly stated reasons for 

suicide imitation because it does not tell the whole story or share all the reasons for a suicide. 

Lalji recommended that the news media make sure to also discuss the wider issues surrounding 

suicide’s complex nature, such as mental health issues (Allen, 2014). Farmer (2014) noted that in 
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the case of Robin Williams, some media organizations attributed his suicide to financial 

problems, which does not accurately describe the “varied and complex” reasons one might have 

to take such action. Many reports gave clear details of Williams’s unusual method of suicide, 

which can act as a sort of “how to” guide that makes suicide seem more accessible (Farmer, 

2014). Journalists walk a fine line in reporting on sensitive topics because they want to give as 

much information as they can, but they do not want to contribute to further media contagion 

regarding suicide and self-harm. Suicide can very well be newsworthy, but reports offering 

specific detail, sensationalism and reverence for suicide as an acceptable action can directly lead 

to imitation and therefore do not belong in responsible reporting. 

 Despite the wide range of studies showing that media reports of suicide are often 

followed by higher suicide rates, it is difficult to pinpoint exactly if or when a victim came in 

contact with a report, or what content they consumed. Individual-level studies that attempt to 

define a more specific pattern are “not appropriate for examining the most important outcome of 

interest, which is completed suicide,” because the results from such studies reflect a “self-

reported attitude towards suicide or a likelihood of suicidal behavior,” meaning the results are 

defined by how individuals feel about their own suicidality (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2012, p. 

1037). Therefore, the current studies are suited only for determining the effects of news media 

reports on suicide rates in general. More challenging to establish in evidence is the protective — 

or preventive — power of reporting on suicide. Some studies, however, show that it is possible 

to maintain or reduce a population’s suicide rate through conscientious reporting. One theory 

which is supported by evidence is the “Papageno effect” mentioned earlier. The name is based on 

Mozart’s opera, The Magic Flute, in which the character Papageno overcomes his suicidality 

after the loss of his love, Papagena, with the help of three boys who point him toward alternative 
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options (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010, p. 234). Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2010) found that 

media items about positive coping in adverse circumstances could have a preventive effect on 

readers, which was previously just a theory (p. 241). Specifically, reports of suicide ideation that 

were not accompanied by details of attempted or completed suicide were associated with a 

decrease in suicide rates (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010, p. 241). These findings indicate that 

responsible reporting does indeed matter; by sharing stories of positive outcomes in suicide 

situations, news media are able to show readers that there are options other than suicide, and that 

even a seemingly hopeless situation can be salvaged. Reporting can play an important role in 

improving the way communities think and act with regards to mental illness and suicide. 

Example: Coverage of Kurt Cobain’s Suicide Reduced Seattle Suicide Rate 

 Seattle-based musician Kurt Cobain was more than just a rock star. He was a cultural 

icon and a role model for a generation of youth looking for their place in the world. He led the 

American punk rock movement into a style known as “grunge” and started the band Nirvana, 

which went on to sell 75 million records worldwide. Due to his roots in the underground music 

scene in Seattle, Washington, Cobain had a lot of trouble adjusting to his band’s large-scale 

success (Jobes, Berman, O’Carroll, Eastgard, & Knickmeyer, 1996, p. 261). According to Jobes 

et al. (1996), Cobain suffered from chronic stomach pain and severe depression, and his highly-

publicized marriage with punk artist Courtney Love was volatile, likely stemming from the 

couple’s constant heroin abuse, which led to them losing custody of their child for some time (p. 

261). After an incomplete suicide attempt while on tour in Europe in early 1994, Cobain returned 

to the United States to recuperate. Two weeks later, he locked himself in a room with his guns 

and was subsequently pushed by Love and friends to enter rehabilitation in Los Angeles (Jobes 

et al., 1996, p. 261). He disappeared after only two days at the rehabilitation center and was 
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found on April 8, 1994, dead in his Seattle home from a self-inflicted shotgun wound; he had 

been dead for three days and had “high levels of heroin and Valium in his blood” (Jobes et al., 

1996, p. 261). Kurt Cobain’s violent death at his own hands shook the Seattle community, the 

music industry and the nation at large, garnering massive coverage by local and national news 

media. 

 In an article in The Boston Globe several days after Cobain’s death, Margaret O’Neil, the 

executive director of the Samaritans suicide prevention program in Boston — an independent 

organization based on the UK Samaritans —  expressed concern that others might try to imitate 

Cobain; she said that, although there was not much of an increase in calls to the Boston center, 

many callers talked about him (Davis, 1994). When asked why Cobain would commit suicide 

despite his fame and success, O’Neil said suicide “is a matter of private pain, not public 

perception” (Davis, 1994). Suicides tend to peak in the spring due to factors such as Seasonal 

Affective Disorder (SAD), a reaction to light changes that can “deepen existing depression and 

intensify suicidal feelings,” but experts maintain that reasons for suicide vary greatly and are 

often accompanied by warning signs (Davis, 1994). The dark, cold months of winter can often 

heighten the effects of depression and suicidal thoughts, and the spring season can come as a 

relief, but it is when someone is coming out of a deep depression that they are most at risk. 

Despite experts’ fears, the “high degree of professionalism and responsibility” exercised by the 

media helped reverse the expected impact of Cobain’s death (Jobes et al., 1996, p. 264). 

 Immediately after the news broke, national and international print, radio and television 

journalists flooded the phone lines at the Seattle Crisis Clinic with a multitude of questions about 

the cause and impact of the suicide. The clinic was unable to answer most questions due to 

conflicts of confidentiality or a simple lack of information, but they acknowledged the death as a 
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tragedy, along with the many others that occur each year, and gave information about the 

warning signs for suicidal behavior and their relevance to Cobain’s death (Jobes et al., 1996, p. 

261). A candlelight vigil was held outside the artist’s home, and, in fear of copycat suicides, the 

organizers invited the Seattle Crisis Clinic director to speak; he empathized gently with the 

mourners and took the opportunity to share information about the crisis line (Jobes et al., 1996, 

p. 262). Later, amidst continued media attention, the Seattle Crisis Clinic held a press conference 

to provide further awareness of their cause (Jobes et al., 1996, p. 262). News media organizations 

repeated the crisis line telephone number and information about warning signs for suicide in 

much of their coverage, and they made a united effort to “distinguish Cobain the musician from 

Cobain the depressed drug abuser and suicide”; the widespread message from the media to the 

public with regards to Cobain’s suicide was, “‘great artist, great music…stupid act, don’t do it; 

here’s where to call for help’” (Jobes et al., 1996, p. 264). 

The Seattle Crisis Clinic and the King County Medical Examiner’s Office (Seattle area) 

compiled data from the seven weeks surrounding Cobain’s death on the number of calls to the 

clinic per week and the number of suicides per week, respectively, and compared those numbers 

to the same period the year before and the year after (Jobes et al., 1996, p. 262). According to the 

data studied by Jobes et al. (1996), the number of calls to the clinic increased considerably in the 

days following Cobain’s death in April 1994, creating something the researchers called the 

“Cobain Effect”; correspondingly, there was a notable drop in the number of suicides in King 

County immediately after Cobain’s death, and the numbers are equal or lower across the entire 

seven-week period for the following year (p. 263). These numbers led Jobes et al. (1996) to 

conclude that “the various efforts made to reach out, educate, and intervene may have, in fact, 

had a positive impact” (p. 262). In addition to news coverage, Jobes et al. (1996) suggested 
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“Cobain’s use of a shotgun countered any romanticized visual image of a lonely, misunderstood 

star (e.g., Marilyn Monroe) drifting off into a sleepy, overdose death” (p. 264). The following 

year, in 1995, the state of Washington developed its first Youth Suicide Prevention Plan and 

began allocating funding to youth suicide prevention work (Washington State Department of 

Health, 2014). Although there is no way to prove beyond doubt that reporting and suicide 

education created the shift in the number of suicides and calls to the Crisis Clinic, it is clear that 

the coverage following the event played no small part in encouraging people at risk of suicide in 

King County to seek help by calling the crisis line rather than attempting suicide. 

Vulnerable Youth and Student Suicide 

 Research shows that youth who are at risk for suicidal behavior can be disproportionately 

influenced by what they read, watch and hear in the news. Inferential studies in recent decades 

have reported “significant clustering of suicides, defined by temporal-spatial factors, among 

teenagers and young adults” (Gould et al., 2003, p. 1269-70). This means that youth are 

particularly susceptible to inadvertent encouragement of suicidal ideation by media reports of 

suicide among specific communities and regions. Gould et al. (2003) found that the effects of 

media reports drop significantly after the age of 24, and, as stated earlier, the risk of suicide after 

exposure to another individual’s suicide is “2 to 4 times higher among 15- to 19-year-olds than 

among other age groups” (p. 1270). According to Willey (1994), 

Psychologists say the media’s reporting of teen-age suicide poses a special risk element 

to psychologically vulnerable teens. The manner in which teen suicide is reported may 

promote more suicides or suicide attempts or, conversely, may offer hope to at-risk 

teenagers. If journalists’ words have the potential to cause irreparable harm, it is 



NEWS MEDIA REPORTING ON SUICIDE 21 

imperative that gatekeepers engage in some kind of ethical decision-making process 

before the story is published. (p. 3). 

The news media serve as the public’s gatekeepers with regards to details about events or issues, 

and they have a responsibility to withhold information that could potentially be harmful to their 

audience. Because youth are especially impressionable, stories that depict suicide as a realistic 

solution to emotional problems are uniquely dangerous for young people. Media influences on 

suicide are more easily avoided than other factors, “such as genetic vulnerability,” so journalists 

can benefit their communities by focusing on “the media’s potential for preventive programming 

or reporting” (Gould et al., 2003, 1273). 

 Genetics is just one factor other than news media reports that can influence youth 

suicides; other factors include unchecked depression and substance abuse, negative life events 

such as abuse or loss, victimization by peers and difficult family situations (Otsuki, Peterson, & 

Kim, 2014). Many young people who completed suicide had “significant psychiatric problems,” 

major depression being the most common, and one quarter to one third of youth suicide victims 

attempted suicide before their completed suicide (Otsuki et al., 2014). Effective methods of 

suicide prevention among youth include educating students about suicide and mental health in 

school and reducing their exposure to suicide in the mass media, “including newspaper articles, 

television news reports, and fictional and non-fictional dramatization” (Otsuki et al., 2014). 

College students are especially vulnerable for suicide risk, as many students go through a 

number of significant life changes when they start school. According to Fontaine (2016), suicide 

is the second leading cause of death among college students, below accidental injury, and the 

third leading cause of death among 15- to 24-year-olds (p. 1). Fontaine (2016) found that nearly 

half of college suicide cases involved students in their freshman (first) year of school; this is 
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likely due to first-year students experiencing the biggest life changes that year, including 

relocation, adjusting to a new living environment (like sharing a room), loss of intimacy with 

family and old friends, classroom pressures and peer pressure such as fraternity or sorority 

hazing (p. 39, 49). Because of the especially vulnerable nature of young people with regards to 

suicide risk, news media must use extreme caution when reporting on suicides among student 

populations. 

LGBTQ Youth Bullying and Suicide 

  There is another looming problem among youth that has not been discussed in research 

until more recently: hate crimes and bullying directed toward lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 

and queer (LGBTQ) teens and young adults. Anti-bullying campaigns have cropped up in the 

United States within the past decade or so, but many young people still face a great deal of 

discrimination due to their “alleged or factual homosexuality, driving many to commit suicide” 

(Greene, 2013, p. 4). News media content can have a strong impact on how the public views 

sexuality and social problems. In a study about how news media frame gay teen suicide and 

bullying, Greene (2013) found that many articles included in the study suggested that bullying 

was not a factor in an LGBTQ person’s suicide, which can be harmful to suicide prevention 

efforts (p. 34-35). 

In addition, among a sample of 340 articles, 33 of them used descriptions of LGBTQ 

people intended to make them look vulnerable and therefore more worthy of sympathy (Greene, 

2013, p. 35-36). Although that might sound like a positive thing at first, to imply there is a need 

to soften an LGBTQ person’s identity in order to garner sympathy can negatively impact the 

public’s view of that person as a human being worthy of respect or civility by perpetuating the 

stigma surrounding non-heteronormative gender and sexual identities. 
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Strong appeals occur when victims’ “innocence” is countered by a stigmatizing identity. 

In the case of LGBTQ people victimized by bullying and those who felt driven to commit 

suicide, highly sympathetic portrayals compensated for the stigma attached to 

homosexuality. Ironically, these portrayals communicate that LGBTQ people are still 

“good” people despite being LGBTQ. (Greene, 2013, p. 37) 

Journalists sometimes inject their own views of certain types of people into news coverage, 

either consciously or subconsciously, but that can be extremely harmful when it comes to 

victimized groups. In addition, statements that give credence to prejudiced language can also 

“deny victim status to LGBTQ people who have been bullied” (Greene, 2013, p. 39). Members 

of the news media should always work to avoid validating stereotypes and stigmas by ensuring 

their reporting treats each subject as an individual with their own unique attributes rather than 

defining them by their sexuality or gender. 

 The news media play a pivotal role in changing public discourse about various topics and 

ensuring that listeners, viewers and readers have the most accurate information available to them. 

One problem with the media structure is that information or ideologies that are incompatible with 

each other, regardless of whether they are “grounded in scientific sources or moral discourses, 

tend to be suppressed, marginalized or proffered as ‘incorrect’ ways of thinking” (Cover, 2012, 

p. 1173). Essentially, the news media have the power to decide what ideas and outlooks the 

public is exposed to, which can have a major impact on the suicide risk among LGBTQ youth. 

Cover (2012) notes that, despite backlash from conservative and anti-gay Christian groups for 

what they deem “overly favorable attention” to non-heteronormative people, a lot of the attention 

that LGBTQ individuals, groups and organizations receive from the media actually reinforces 

popular negative stereotypes rather than challenges them (p. 1174). 
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In 1989, the United States Department of Health and Human Services released a study 

that indicated gay youth are two to three times more likely to attempt suicide than other youth 

and could constitute up to 30 percent of completed suicides each year. Cover (2012) found that, 

despite the report, many news outlets did not discuss the issue of sexuality-related suicide until 

the mid-1990s (p. 1176). 

While journalistic reporting of the queer youth suicide rate helped create public 

awareness of a social and health issue, the uncritical and non-investigative forms through 

which they were cited were problematic in that many of the reports produced the notion 

that non-normative sexuality was in itself causal of suicide risk. (Cover, 2012, p. 1176) 

Portraying sexuality as the cause of suicidal thoughts and behaviors leaves little space for 

journalists to dig deeper into the true causes of queer youth suicide and present an analysis of the 

issue based on statistics and research. Cover stated that the “reiteration of such statistics 

produced a conception of the link between sexuality and suicide as timeless and unchanging”; by 

the mid-2000s there was a clear trend of asserting youth suicide statistics, whether the story was 

about queer youth or another topic related to youth, disregarding any critical consideration of the 

complex motives for LGBTQ suicide (Cover, 2012, p. 1176). 

 Several types of stories have emerged more recently to address different aspects of the 

issue of LGBTQ suicide. According to Cover (2012), these include stories that link queer suicide 

with either guilt (more common with adults) or shame (more common with youth); stories about 

non-heteronormative young people who have attempted and survived suicide and are depicted as 

“crusaders” against intolerant institutions; and, more recently, stories that depict bullying as a 

causal factor in completed suicides among LGBTQ youth (Cover, 2012, p. 1177-79). A “new 

framework for reporting sexuality-related suicide has emerged” since September 2010, when an 
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18-year-old Rutgers University student named Tyler Clementi jumped from the George 

Washington Bridge after his roommate used a webcam to capture footage of Clementi being 

intimate with another male in his room and broadcast it live (Cover, 2012, p. 1179). According to 

Cover’s (2012) research, an article about Clementi’s suicide in The Age, a daily newspaper in 

Melbourne, Australia, did not mention Clementi’s sexuality other than the fact that it was not 

well-known by others in his dorm, and it did not make reference to heteronormativity or 

institutionalized heterosexism at the university (p. 1179). This article is one of the first examples 

of reporting on LGBTQ that focuses on the true cause of the suicide — in this case, bullying. 

Cover (2012) found that the article in The Age attributed Clementi’s suicide to the humiliation he 

felt after his roommate exposed his private life, and brought attention to the fact that treating 

someone’s private activities as a “game” can destroy a life (p. 1179). 

Cover (2012) noted that there is no way to tell for sure if “homophobia” causes bullying 

— this case seems apparent when aggressive bullying includes the use of homophobic epithets, 

even toward non-LGBTQ individuals — or if bullying acts as a “mechanism for enacting and 

reinforcing homophobic and heterosexist societal attitudes” (p. 1180). The most plausible 

explanation is that both are true, and there is a reciprocal relationship between bullying and anti-

LGBTQ rhetoric. When discussing this topic, the news media need to be especially careful to 

refrain from using the type of discourse that places the blame of bullying on the victim. One way 

to do this that Cover (2012) described is to reconsider the use of the word “homophobia,” which 

suggests that non-heteronormative people have some sort of abnormality unique to the 

individual. That kind of language ignores the “problem of cultural and institutionalized 

heterosexism which makes non-heterosexual behaviors, identities, and expressions non-

normative and thereby available for harassment” (Cover, 2012, p. 1180). It is crucial for 
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journalists covering this sensitive topic to examine the environmental and psychological factors 

stemming from discrimination that can lead queer youth to suicide. “Positing a sub-population as 

vulnerable because they are in a minority has the tendency to remove any sense of agency from 

that group as a whole,” and looking first at story subjects as individuals with unique 

characteristics aside from their sexual identity can give journalists an understanding of the 

reasons for those individuals’ actions (Cover, 2012, p. 1181). Closely considering the social 

context of bullying toward LGBTQ individuals can help journalists avoid portraying queer youth 

as vulnerable due solely to their sexuality, rather than vulnerable because of the treatment they 

receive as queer individuals. Journalists have an obligation to approach adolescent and young 

adult suicide delicately to account for the impressionable nature of the age group. 

Decreasing Stigma to Increase Help-Seeking Behavior 

 In reforming the way journalists cover suicide in society, the ultimate goal among news 

media and suicide prevention organizations is to create a media environment that is informative 

and accurate in a way that does not contribute to the causes behind suicide but instead helps 

reduce suicide rates. The majority of the research cited in this paper was conducted with a 

preventive goal in mind, seeking to answer the question of how to share the news of a tragedy 

while also educating the public in a way that might avert such events from occurring so 

frequently in the future. Therefore, the purpose of proper suicide reporting is first and foremost 

to encourage members of the public who are at risk for suicide to seek help from mental health 

professionals and to discourage suicidal ideation or action among the population it addresses. A 

main component of changing public opinion for the better and removing the social stigmas 

surrounding suicide and mental illness is an open, honest discourse about the subject between 

news media, health experts and the public. “The stigma of mental illness is a complex construct 
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with affective, cognitive, and behavioral components that affects attitudes and behavior patterns 

at both the individual and population levels,” and reducing stigma requires a “multidirectional 

approach” (Niederkrotenthaler, Reidenberg, Till, & Gould, 2014, p. S235). 

 According to Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2014), reducing stigmatization of mental illness is 

one of the key ways to prevent suicide. Some suicide prevention experts believe raising public 

awareness about the extent of the problem is the first step toward reducing the public health 

problem (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014, p. S235). On the other hand, Niederkrotenthaler et al. 

(2014) warned that raising awareness about the prevalence of suicide could have an adverse 

effect by making suicidal behavior seem more frequent or widespread, which might make it feel 

like a more acceptable option for vulnerable individuals (p. S235). According to a survey on 

behalf of the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (2015), 89 percent of adults feel that 

mental health and physical health are equally important to overall health, but only 28 percent 

believe that mental and physical health are treated equally in the current healthcare system. In 

addition, the AFSP survey found that 52 percent of Americans feel social stigma is a barrier that 

prevents people at risk for suicide from seeking help (American Foundation for Suicide 

Prevention, 2015). These widely-held beliefs of the American public indicate that a change needs 

to take place in order for more people to seek help when struggling with suicidal thoughts. 

 The main steps that people take when they do seek mental health services are: 

recognizing the problem, deciding to seek help and selecting a service; everything from personal 

beliefs and attitudes to health literacy and external barriers can influence a person’s likelihood of 

seeking help (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014, p. S236). Current definitions of stigma tend to 

vary, which can hinder research. Among the least-likely individuals to seek help due to stigma 

— which is “both self- and other-induced” — are men, people with less exposure to suicide, 
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people of older age, people with less education and people from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

Another common reason for not seeking help is an inability to recognize the problem, even more 

so than barriers related to financial problems or misguided perceptions about mental health 

services (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014, S236). The media have the ability to increase or reduce 

stigmatization of mental illness and suicidal ideation by changing public perceptions of the 

problem. Efforts have been made to aid prevention over the last several decades, but there 

continue to be “discrepancies between typical media reports of suicide and actual suicide in the 

population, which may generate and help maintain stereotypes of suicide” (Niederkrotenthaler et 

al., 2014, S236). The next step for news organizations that want to help prevent suicide is to 

ensure that reporting is consistent across all media platforms. 

 It might seem like a laborious task to change reporting practices, but it can be done. 

According to Sisask and Värnik (2012), several studies have looked at techniques of suicide 

reporting before and after recommendations were established and have found that the quality of 

coverage “in terms of preventive accent” tends to improve, but the outcome of these changes is 

not as easy to quantify (p. 124). 

Although the media is only one feature of the social environment in which suicidal 

behaviours can be learned and the effect is probably smaller than that of other 

psychological risk factors for suicide, it is a significant agent in social construction of 

reality, especially for vulnerable persons. (Sisask & Värnik, 2012, p. 124) 

Because the news media have such a strong hold over the way the public views reality, it is vital 

that journalists be aware of the potential adverse effects of increasing awareness. For example, 

broad awareness campaigns, which are considered a type of social advertising, “differ from 

conventional advertising by focusing on information that reminds people of their vulnerability 
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and mortality”; this can trigger fear and activate “psychological defense mechanisms in the 

audience,” likely reducing the effectiveness of that type of message (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 

2014, p. S238). Unfortunately, Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2014) found that although many of the 

current suicide prevention awareness programs use broad-scale approaches, many do not apply 

the findings from research on media effects, and there is not a great deal of information available 

about whether these campaigns are successful (p. S238). 

In light of these concerns and the uncertainty regarding the effectiveness of broad 

awareness campaigns, it seems a different approach to suicide coverage is needed by the media. 

Niederkrotenthaler et al. (2014) found that “multilevel approaches using individual-level 

strategies, such as gatekeeper training, to complement a campaign using media as a tool to 

distribute information to a smaller, well-defined audience [have] been used frequently in recent 

years” with favorable results (p. S239). Gatekeepers in this instance are people who are in 

positions that make them the logical choice for someone to speak to if they are looking for help; 

teachers, religious leaders and daily caregivers are all potential gatekeepers. A Germany-based 

awareness campaign that utilized a combination of broad- and individual-level awareness 

techniques saw a “significant reduction” in completed and attempted suicides following the 

program, as well as some advancement of public knowledge about depression, though negative 

attitudes toward depression medication did not noticeably improve (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 

2014, p. S239). Similarly, individuals who participated in an evaluation of a six-month 

awareness campaign in Minnesota, in the United States, showed “good” knowledge of how to 

help depressed or suicidal people (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014, p. S239). Studies like these 

demonstrate that the public responds to suicide awareness campaigns, but more research is 

needed to determine how these campaigns affect help-seeking behavior in individuals at risk for 
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suicide. News media and suicide prevention organizations should always think critically about 

the suicide reporting recommendations approved by health experts before using media as a 

prevention tool. 

Recent Efforts Among the News Media 

 Considering all the evidence supporting the potency of media contagion, it is essential 

now more than ever that news media consult with mental health professionals and authorities on 

suicide before covering the topic. As documented throughout this paper, leading studies have 

found a consistent conclusion that “media reporting of suicide can lead to copycat behaviors, 

particularly if the coverage is extensive, prominent, sensationalist, and/or explicitly describes the 

message” (Pirkis, Burgess, Blood, & Francis, 2007, p. 278). This does not mean, however, that 

suicide should be ignored in the news, only that it must be addressed with extra care and 

supervision. Because there is no license required to practice journalism, the industry must 

regulate itself. As such, journalists should look to the leading science on any given topic to find 

the most accurate information available. It should be no different with suicide, especially when 

there is reason to believe that irresponsible reporting could cost lives. 

 The first question that journalists must ask about a suicide before covering is: How 

newsworthy is this story? According to Pirkis et al. (2007), “there are times when it may be 

appropriate for a suicide to be reported, providing this is done accurately, responsibly, and 

ethically” (p. 278). The study by Pirkis et al. (2007), which analyzed news stories about suicide 

in the Australian media, found that reported suicides could be categorized into three groups that 

were not mutually exclusive: nearly half the suicides were related to some broader issue that was 

suggested (explicitly or implicitly) to be the cause of the suicide; others were stories of popular 

celebrities or highly-regarded public figures who had “fallen from grace” as a result of crimes or 
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scandals; and the last group included suicides with unusual circumstances or methods, such as 

murder-suicides or suicide pacts (p. 280). Although the news reports were from Australia, they 

are representative of themes that are present in media from much of the Western world. 

Most important to note about this particular study is that the Australian government set 

forth media reporting guidelines for suicide in 2002, and the stories in the study seem to meet 

those criteria. 

It would appear that journalists, editors, and producers weigh up newsworthiness and/or 

public interest against other factors, and do elect to report on selected individual suicides. 

The fact that [the number of reports] is small (both in absolute and proportional terms) 

suggests that such decisions are not made lightly. (Pirkis et al., 2007, p. 281) 

When the news media follow established suicide reporting guidelines, the number of suicide-

related stories drops and coverage focuses on only the most noteworthy suicides. There is still a 

lot of work to be done, though. The three categories of suicide reports named by Pirkis et al. 

(2007) are compelling from a news media standpoint, but they actually ignore some of the core 

elements of the guidelines. For example, stories that focus on unconventional methods or 

peculiar circumstances disregard the warning against explicit descriptions, which might prompt 

copycat behavior; and the surplus of celebrity stories also increases risk of copycat behavior 

because of the tendency for people to imitate celebrity deaths (Pirkis et al., 2007, p. 281). It 

makes sense that only a small number of suicides warrant coverage, considering what is known 

about the “potential for media reports to detrimentally influence the actions of others” (Pirkins et 

al., 2007, p. 282). The news media have shown improvements in responsible reporting since the 

inception of health expert-approved guidelines, however, the reporting continues to be skewed in 

favor of the most compelling stories, which also tend to impact audiences the most. The best way 
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to reduce the risk of media contagion and suicide moving forward is to ensure that news 

organizations adhere to the direction of suicide experts, for their own good and the good of the 

public. 

Experts’ Recommendations for Reporting Suicide 

 Experts have created several evidence-based reporting guides to give journalists a set of 

standards by which to discuss suicide. There are many similar documents describing the best 

practices for journalists reporting suicide, but two of the most prevalent among them are 

“Preventing Suicide: A Resource for Media Professionals,” issued by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) in 2000 and amended in 2008; and the “Recommendations for Reporting 

on Suicide,” first published in 2001 and continually updated since then. The latter document was 

developed in collaboration with The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

American Association of Suicidology, American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, Annenberg 

Public Policy Center, Associated Press Managing Editors, and a long list of other organizations 

devoted to professional journalism, suicide prevention and mental health sciences. The World 

Health Organization document describes suicide as a “major public health problem, with far-

reaching social, emotional and economic consequences” (World Health Organization, 2008, p. 

5). 

The introduction to “Preventing Suicide” notes that it is only a general guide and 

encourages journalists to “work with their own suicide prevention community” and “draw on 

local guidelines wherever possible” because of the variation in reporting techniques and cultural 

standards in different parts of the world (World Health Organization, 2008, p. 5). The document 

also makes reference to at least 50 studies about suicide contagion with the conclusion that 
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media reports of suicide can lead to copycat behavior (World Health Organization, 2008, p. 6). 

The document gives the following advice for responsible reporting: 

• Take the opportunity to educate the public about suicide 

• Avoid language which sensationalizes or normalizes suicide, or presents it as a 

solution to problems 

• Avoid prominent placement and undue repetition of stories about suicide 

• Avoid explicit description of the method used in a completed or attempted suicide 

• Avoid providing detailed information about the site of a completed or attempted 

suicide 

• Word headlines carefully 

• Exercise caution in using photographs or video footage 

• Take particular care in reporting celebrity suicides 

• Show due consideration for people bereaved by suicide 

• Provide information about where to seek help 

• Recognize that media professionals themselves may be affected by stories about 

suicide 

(World Health Organization, 2008, p. 7-11) 

The WHO guidelines are specifically targeted at the news media, so additional recommendations 

will be needed to address suicide discussion on the Internet, in popular culture and in fictional 

forms of media such as films and television shows. Even so, the document can be an important 

resource for any organization interested in circumventing suicide contagion and encouraging 

help-seeking behavior in any at-risk individuals who may be in their audience. 
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 The “Recommendations for Reporting on Suicide” document, which can be found on the 

Reporting on Suicide website (reportingonsuicide.com), gives similar advice as to what should 

be covered and what should be avoided. Like the WHO guidelines, it posits that “the way media 

cover suicide can influence behavior negatively by contributing to contagion or positively by 

encouraging help-seeking” (Reporting on Suicide, 2015). The basic recommendations can be 

summarized as follows: 

• Avoid sensationalism in headlines 

• Use family or school photos — avoid photos of the location or method of suicide, as well 

as photos of funerals or grieving family and friends 

• Use non-sensational language in the article to express the most recent CDC data on 

suicide (e.g., say the suicide rate “rose” rather than “skyrocketed”) 

• Try to include a list of warning signs and advice about what to do if the signs become 

apparent in an individual or someone they know 

• Do not include the contents of any suicide note, although it may be mentioned (e.g., “The 

medical examiner is reviewing a note left by the deceased.”) 

• Report suicide as a public health issue 

• Always speak with suicide prevention experts rather than quoting police or first 

responders 

• Avoid calling a suicide “successful” or “unsuccessful” or calling an incomplete suicide a 

“failed attempt,” as this might designate suicide as a solution to be achieved — instead, 

refer to it simply as the cause of death 

These general rules are not particularly complicated, and adherence to them might make the 

difference between an individual attempting to replicate a suicide they read about and that same 
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individual calling a doctor or the local crisis line to ask for help. Each report of suicide is unique, 

but any story can have a striking impact on its audience in terms of increasing the likelihood of 

suicide in vulnerable individuals. According to Reporting on Suicide (2015), an increase in 

suicide risk is directly related to the “amount, duration and prominence of coverage.” With that 

in mind, journalists should consider who their work might reach and how it might influence them 

before deciding what is newsworthy. 

Impact of Media Guidelines So Far 

 Credible, fact-based guidelines for suicide reporting exist and are easily accessible, but 

there is no guarantee that news media organizations will actually use or enforce them. A study 

evaluating suicide reports in the U.S. after the publication of guidelines found that “coverage did 

not consistently reflect the influence of the media guidelines in the two years following their 

publication” (Tatum, Canetto, & Slater, 2010, p. 1). There have not been many studies within the 

U.S. to measure the effectiveness of the media guidelines, but Tatum et al. (2010) found that, 

among evaluation studies in other countries with suicide reporting guidelines, reports adhere to 

the recommended practices more than before the publication of guidelines but not always and not 

consistently. The first U.S. study was conducted in 2003 to evaluate the effectiveness of the 1994 

guidelines set forth by the CDC, and it found that The New York Times had problematic 

reporting; it mentioned the word “suicide” in the headlines of nearly 50 percent of the stories 

under review and did relatively little to address the mental disorders that may lead to suicidal 

behavior (Tatum et al., 2010, p. 2). That study was limited, though, as it only covered one 

newspaper and evaluated years of reporting before the 1994 CDC standards were established. 

 The research by Tatum et al. (2010) found that some suicide reporting in newspapers 

post-publication of guidelines abided by the most recent recommendations, especially with 
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regards to stories on the front page (fewer than 10 percent), stories about celebrity suicides 

(fewer than 20 percent) and stories with inappropriate imagery (fewer than 20 percent). On the 

other hand, fewer than 5 percent of stories referred to suicide risk factors or warning signs and 

fewer than 10 percent of stories included information about prevention resources (Tatum et al., 

2010). Another issue that Tatum et al. (2010) noticed was that most U.S. suicide coverage (94 

percent) in newspapers was about “identifiable suicidal individuals (ISIs),” which means that 

many of them are likely relatable to vulnerable audiences and therefore pose a risk of imitation 

among suicidal individuals who read the stories. Tatum et al. (2010) maintained that “changing 

the suicide news coverage in the U.S. is a worthwhile and realistic aspiration” (p. 9). 

 There are now several studies that offer evidence to support the effectiveness of official 

guidelines in changing media reporting habits. Fu & Yip (2008) conducted a study to measure 

how suicide reporting in Hong Kong changed after the release of the 2008 WHO media 

recommendations, and they found that “the launch of media recommendations and awareness 

programs can change reporting styles of suicide news” (p. 633). Similar to what Tatum et al. 

(2010) found, suicide reports in Hong Kong decreased their use of images and avoided putting 

descriptions of the death in headlines (Fu & Yip, 2008). The researchers also found that tabloid-

style newspapers were more likely to be changed by an awareness campaign, although they 

acknowledged that this change may coincide with Hong Kong journalists’ access to information 

about suicides being restricted in 2004 when the police switched from analog to digital 

(encrypted) radio systems (Fu & Yip, 2008). Overall, however, it seems that published media 

guidelines and awareness campaigns can help change the style of reporting encompassing suicide 

deaths. Fu & Yip (2008) suggested in their study that “establishing media recommendations may 

reduce the number of suicide cases or change the way news is reported” (p. 631). This hypothesis 
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appears to be true. Tatum et al. (2010) “recommend sustained dialogue and pro-active 

collaboration with the U.S. media about the responsible reporting of suicide” (p. 9). That 

collaboration goes both ways. Members of the news media have a responsibility to stay current 

on the latest scientific evidence when covering public health issues, especially one as delicate as 

suicide. Journalists must be willing to reach out to the suicide prevention and public health fields 

to determine best practices when reporting a suicide. 

Conclusion 

 After analyzing these studies about how populations react and behave after major news 

reports, it is evident that the news media have a significant effect on their audiences. Media 

contagion is a tangible phenomenon that can impact thoughts and behaviors in both harmful and 

helpful ways. News media have the power to encourage copycat suicides through reporting that 

contains too much detail or uses divisive language. This is important to consider when reporting 

about exceptionally vulnerable groups, especially when it comes to youth and groups facing 

discrimination by their society. On the other hand, the influential power of the media can be used 

to prevent suicide by educating audiences about warning signs, risk factors and resources for 

individuals seeking help. 

 The goal of the media now should be to reduce the cultural stigma surrounding mental 

illness and suicidality in order to encourage people to recognize rather than ignore the issues that 

can lead to suicide and push vulnerable individuals to reach out to mental health professionals or 

others who can help someone cope with the mental strain of suicide ideation. It is important to 

consider that the news media in the U.S. have no official regulating agency and do not answer to 

the government, which means the industry must regulate itself if it wants to have a positive effect 

on its consumers. The responsibility of the news media is to inform its audience. With regards to 
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suicide, that means sharing the latest scientific knowledge on the subject and making it clear that 

resources are available to help people that are struggling. It is the duty of journalists themselves 

to reach out to the leading authorities on suicide before taking up the task of reporting it. 

 The best way for the news media to contribute to suicide prevention goals and help the 

public is by following the latest suicide reporting guidelines available. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) and The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) are two 

excellent sources of credible information about mental health and suicide. The current studies are 

limited mainly because (1) it is difficult to measure how news media reports affect people on an 

individual level; (2) there is not an effective way to quantify the total impact that published 

media guidelines have on reporting; and (3) there is no way to consistently enforce established 

media guidelines within the multitude of broadcast, print and online media sources that exist 

today. The Internet and social media are among the next areas of study that now require the 

attention of researchers and experts of media and health. For now, however, the best course of 

action for journalists is to pay attention to the public health community and listen to reputable 

science on any sensitive topic they might encounter. Despite recent criticism, it is not likely that 

the news media are going away any time soon. It is important that news organizations keep up 

with the latest research in order to maintain ethical practices and remain a positive influence on 

the public — they have an extremely important duty. 
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