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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Challenges in Media
Attention to Suicide

We live in a world where the media are preoccupied by wars, terrorism and
homicides.These topics are the major headlines daily. However, more people
die each year by suicide than in all wars, terrorist incidents and murders
combined. Each year more humans kill themselves than are killed by others.
Yet, the tragic loss of life by suicide receives very little media coverage compared
to wars, terrorism and homicides. For the sixth year, IASP is trying to call more
attention to suicide prevention on 10 September, World Suicide Prevention Day.
This year we hold a public conference at the United Nations Headquarters in
New York and the IASP President is invited to the UN press briefing. The
journalists are generally surprised by the annual toll of suicide worldwide and
some hunt for a good story with provocative questions, such as: "Are all suicide
bombers mentally ill?"  "Are Democrats in the US more suicidal than Republicans?"

Media interest in World Suicide Prevention Day provides an opportunity to call
greater attention to suicide prevention. However, as is clearly indicated in the
recently published IASP – WHO guidelines, Preventing Suicide: a Resource for
Media Professionals, media reports on suicide can be associated with subsequent
increases in suicides. Thus, understanding the potential risks of producing
perverse negative effects is an important challenge in drawing media attention
to suicide prevention on World Suicide Prevention Day. Is it possible that some
media reports on World Suicide Prevention Day, rather than increasing awareness
of suicide prevention, could result in increases in suicides? One would certainly
hope not. All the research on the negative effects of media reports concern
depictions of specific suicidal behaviours, deaths and attempts, fictional or real.
This contrasts with the focal messages that IASP tries to communicate to the
media: how to prevent suicides and the need for increased development and
support of effective suicide prevention programmes, as well as help for persons
bereaved by suicide.

Our greatest fear each year
is that some reporters will
miss the message, ignore
the guidelines and produce
reports that publicize suicides in a manner that  risks producing increases in
suicidal behaviours. However, thus far, the reporters have been generally
responsible on World Suicide Prevention Day. They call attention to the problem
and often focus on solutions and the need for greater implementation of suicide
prevention strategies. This year we will also profit from the recent publication
of the updated media guidelines to inform reporters of best practices in reporting
on suicide. Nevertheless, we still need to be keenly aware that there are risks
of misguided media attention to suicide. Reporters vary greatly in their willingness
to implement the IASP – WHO guidelines and in their awareness of the potential
negative consequences of some of their reports.

This year, I encourage IASP members, in their contacts with the media, to
distribute the new guidelines and help educate reporters and other media
personnel on the importance of responsible reporting on suicide and their
potential to play an important role in suicide prevention worldwide.

Brian L. Mishara, Ph.D  
mishara.brian@uqam.ca

IASP – WHO guidelines,
Preventing Suicide
Members of the International Association for Suicide Prevention
(IASP) Suicide and the Media Task Force recently revised the World
Health Organization (WHO) guidelines on reporting suicide, drawing
on their collective expertise in suicide prevention and journalism.
Like their predecessor, the new guidelines are not about censorship.
They recognise that there are occasions when suicide will be newsworthy, and provide
guidance on responsible reporting in these situations. The new guidelines provide a brief
overview of the evidence for media reporting of suicide leading to ‘copy-cat’ acts, and then
provide 11 tips for media professionals faced with preparing a report on suicide.
Specifically, they suggest the following:

The guidelines also provide some pointers on reliable sources of information. The new guide-
lines are a joint publication of the WHO and IASP, and can be found and downloaded at
http://www.iasp.info/suicide_and_the_media.php  All members of IASP will be sent
a hard copy of the new guidelines.
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Dr Jane Pirkis,
CHAIR OF IASP
MEDIA TASK FORCE

(1) Take the opportunity to educate 
the public about suicide;

(2) Avoid language which sensatio-
nalises or normalises suicide, or
presents it as a solution to 
problems;

(3) Avoid prominent placement and 
undue repetition of stories about
suicide;

(4) Avoid explicit description of the 
method used in a completed or 
attempted suicide;

(5) Avoid providing detailed 
information about the site of a 
completed or attempted suicide;

(6) Word headlines carefully;

(7) Exercise caution in using 
photographs or video footage;

(8) Take particular care in reporting 
celebrity suicides;

(9) Show due consideration for 
people bereaved by suicide;

(10) Provide information about
 where to seek help;

(11) Recognise that media
professionals themselves may
be affected by stories about 
suicide.


