Suicide andl the media

What we know: and
What We' doenit Know,

Jame: Rirkis
September 2008




What we: know: and what
we don’t know about ...

Fherrelationship between media reporting
eff sticide andractualisuicidal helavieur

he development, dissemination and
IMpPAct 6iff FESeUICES on media reperting of
suicide



he relatienship: hetween: media
[eperting ofi suicide anad actual
suicidal enavieur



The Werther effect

Goethe

The Sufferi
of %ugjf{.izgfgjr




Sources of evidence

At least 100rstudies; have been conducted
Intemationally examining the relatienship

petween media reporting off suicider ana
actual suicidalFenaviour



Phillips (1974)

Examined number off US SUICIdes; In montas in
WHICH a front-page: suicide article appeared in
e New: York: mes hetween: 1947 and 1966,
and ceompared thisiwithr atmberin
correspending moenths I WhIch ne; suchr article
appeared (1.e., 6Pserved Vs expected)

Eeundl statistically significant Increase i the
ehserved numier after 26 (eut ofi 33) frent-page
alticles

The more days a stoery appeared onithe fiiont
page, the greater the rise in suicides after that
story.



[Hassan| (1.995)

Examined Australian natoenal suicide rates
pefore and' after high Impact” suicide
stores publisheadlin the: Age'and the
Syaney: Vomnhg Herala hetween 1961 and

1990

Eeund that the national daily average
SuIcIde rate Increased afiter such stories
for males but not for females



Yip et al (2008)

Used interrupted time series amnalysis to
determine Whether reporting of entertaimment
celelrty suicides 1 IHong Keng, Taiwanand
Southl Kerea ledi te Increases in; suicide rates

Eeund 25% Increase in the rsk of suicide I the
ol Weekss fellowing repolit, 49%: Increase
AMOoRg PEOpRIE Nl the same age-sex group: as the
celelny, and 63%) Increase in suicides hy the
same methed as that chosen By the celelnity

Effiect greatest in first week; attenuated by the
fourth week



Etzersdorfer et al (20041, 2004)

Examined changes in Austrian suicides;in
the 3 weeks priex torand 3 Weeks
iellowing reperting ofi a celebrty suicide
By, GURSHOL 1A the country’s major tabloid
I 1990

EeUNG Significant INcrease: in fireanm
suicides hetween the: two: perieds, Whaich
Wasi net apparent Inrany: ether year

Increases were highest i regions with
widest distribution of the tahlold



Schmidike and Hafner (19886)

Used ABABA design! te) examine effects' of
a G-episede Seres, depicting the raiway,
suiciderofi a 19yo student; shewn In
Germmany. 1981 and 1962

Eeuna that after: each; Screening there was
a significant Increase In| suicides by the
Ssame methed, With the' effect |asting at
least 70! days and Belng mest marked for
15-19y e males



Hawiton et al (1999)

Used interrupted time seres analysisi anad
guestiennaire: data te; determine Whether
depiction off a paracetamol oVerdose i Casually/
ed Lo/ INCreases in emergency department
Presentations for deliberate selfi poisening

=eUnal that presentations; for deliberate seli-
90ISENING Increased By 17% Inl theweek: after
the hroadcast

32 patients Who presented durngl this week
Were: interviewed and had seen the episode —
20% said that It had miflbenced thelr decision te
take an everdese and 17% saidi it had influenced
thelr choice ofi drug
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Coverage of selected studies

Year Country Media type Media focus Outcome of Level of data

interest analysis

Phillips 1974 United States Newspaper News Completed Aggregate
suicide

Hassan 1995 Australia Newspaper News Completed Aggregate
suicide

Yip et al 2008 Hong Kong, Newspaper News Completed Aggregate
Taiwan, South suicide

Korea

Etzersdorfer 2001, 2004 Austria Newspaper News Completed Aggregate
et al suicide

Schmidtke 1988 Germany Television Entertainment Completed Aggregate
and Hafner suicide

Hawton et al 1999 United Television Entertainment Attempted Aggregate,

Kingdom suicide individual
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A causal relatienship?

Consistency: The assoeciation; between media coverage ofi
suicide and an Increase inj actual suIcides; IS censistently/
ehsenved, regardless of study design and pepulation
sampled

Strenei: ine association Is statistically’ significant, and
there may. lbe evidence of ar dese-respense: efifect such thait
the greater the expesure: to themedia coeverage: ofi SUicide,
the greater the increase In suicide rates

emperality: The association makes sense In chronological
terms;, In that the exposure: variable (media coverage of
SUIciae) eccurs; efore tiie outcome variable (actual
suicides)

SPECICItE Tiae association| s, clear, such that media
exposure Is a consistent risk factor for suicide

Conerence: The association: Is in line: with known theories
concerning suicide
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Conclusions about the
Werther effect

e heady e evidence points te a causal

ielatienship (at least i the case of news
media)

Eactors associated With this relationship
Include:

x [Iming

5 Amoeunt and promINENCE: off CoOVErage

x Vedel/ehsenver relationship
= Vethod
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he development, dissemination
and Impact of reseUrCES; on
media reporting) of suicide



Australia’s resources

15



International resources have similar
content ...
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L > L=
* * 1 IS
Mediawise
DoHA MoH CDC WHO SEEIERES Trust

Avoid sensationalising or
glamorising suicide, or
giving it undue
prominence

Avoid providing specific
detail about the suicide

Recognise the importance
of role models

Take particular care in
special situations

Take the opportunity to
educate the public

Provide help/support to
vulnerable
readers/viewers

Consider the aftermath of
suicide

Acknowledge that
journalists are vulnerable
too
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.. DUt differ In terms off the way.
they have been developed ana
disseminated

e.d., In the extent ter which media
prefessionals; suicide and mental health
EXPEerts;, and consumer organisations; have
PEen InVvoelved IR these Processes
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Mindfirame Media and
Mentall Health Preject

Conducted by the Hunter Institute: of Vental IHealth

Alms: o sUpport media organisations: N theil
Understanding; andl use: ofi the: reseurces

Stiiategies:

face-te-face briefings (fulllvrefings and drep-In; Sessiens)
effiernngl ad hec advice

distrbuting hard and seft coples off the reseulices ana
supporting materials

Working| withi peak imedia organisations to Incorporate
ASPECLS| ofi the reseurces) Into; codes) off practice: and
editorial policies

providing engoing fiellew-up andl premotion
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Evaluation of media resources

There has been itte evallation or

el extent (o Wiiich. [1resolurces Have
PEENIFCITIIACED 1Y alla/0): Cliageaq.
e Practices: o [euaalsts, ana. st/
/18SS; evalliaton o1 el iaience. o
rates or completeq’ ana. atleniprea.
suic/aer (Instittiter off Medicine, 2002)
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Evaluation of media resources

Pre- and pest= study’ inrswitzeranal (Michel et al,
20)0]0)

= [Demonstrated that the introduction of resources led to
less| sensational’and Righer guality, repoerting

Pre- anad pest- study. InrAustria (Etzersdorfer et
al, 19925 Senneck et al, 19943 Etzersdorfer and
Sonmneck; 1998; Niederkrontenthaler and
Senneck, 2007)

s Shoewed that the intreduction oft media reSeUICES
regarding repoerting ol suicides on the Vienna: subway.
led tera reduction inr the reporting of these suicides
andl, 1 turn, a decrease in the: rate of sukway: suicides
and i the' everall suicide rate

= The positive Impact Was more pronounced in regions
With streng media collaboeration and largely maintained

over time
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The Media Vonitering Project

Austiralian newspaper, televisien and radie
items on suicide retrieved! ever two: 12-moenth
PEereds; - 2000/01 and 2006/07

Analysis of items; examining:
= Extent
x Nature
s Quality




Extent and nature of reporting

Almest a tWe-feld Increase in
feporting: 4,813 items retrieved in
2000/01 and 8,363 In' 2006/07

Fhe nature eoff media reporting; showed
Seme Variaplity,, With an IRcreased
emphasis on ltemsrabeut Individuals
experences andia reduced emphasis
On policy and pregram: Initiatives
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Doees the item have any examples of iInapprepriate
language? (2000/01 n=415; 2006/07 n=347)
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Is there a detailed discussion of the method used?
(2000/01 n=232; 2006/07 n=264)
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Does the item provide information on help services?
(2000/01 n=415; 2006/07 n=334)
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Distribution of tetal guality scores (2000701 n=415;
2006/07 n=388)
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StUmmany and cenclilsiens



What we know

here I1s a clear relatienship between media
[epoertingl eff suicide: and actual suicidal hehavieur

Many: cotintries have developed resounrces on
Media reperting of suicide — these are: similarin
content but vary, Inrthe way: they: have heen
develeped anadl disseminated

Reperting| of suicide: in ther Australian media has
Improved in guality’ since the intreduction of
Reporting Suiciae ana Vental 1//ness
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What we don't Know

Suifficient abeut joumnalists’ EXpPENEences With
[eportingl suicide and Using media reseurces

Suifficient apeut oW MEmBErS of the: pullic
Interpret: media infermation anoui suicide
Suffficient apoeut the nature of the Impact
media resources might have onjournalists
[EPertiNg practices and rates, ofi completed
and attempteal suicide
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