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Suicide reporting in the Swiss print media

Frequency, form and content of articles

KONRAD MICHEL, CONRAD FREY, THOMAS E. SCHLAEPFER, LADISLAV VALACH *

All the Swiss newspapers were screened for the target words ‘suicide’ and ‘attempted suicide’ and all relevant
articles were analysed for form and content over a period of 8 months. In 151 out of 208 articles suicide/attempted
suicide was the major topic. Large differences between the newspapers regarding the frequency and format of the
articles (e.g. placement on front page) were found. In a few newspapers with a large circulation suiclde is clearly
treated as a major topic of news sensation. The majority of articles reported cases of completed suicide, mainly
shooting and hanging by young persons. Attempted suicide was only reported for persons with celebrity status. This
survey shows that there is reason for concern in view of the danger of imitation effects.
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S uicide as a topic in the media has become a public health
issue after several reports indicated that there is an asso-
ciation between media reporting about suicides and sui-
cidal behaviour in a society. Sonneck et al.Z showed that
after Austrian newspaper editors had been given guide-
lines for more cautious covering of suicides the number of
suicides in the Viennese Metro (above all, young persons
throwing themselves in front of trains) consequently
dropped by more than 70% and remained low during the
following years. Earlier, Motto? and Blumenthal and
Bergner? had found some evidence for imitative suicidal
behaviour related to the availability of newspapers. Other
authors found an increase in suicides after publication or
television broadcasting of suicide stories.>8 Fekete and
Macsai® reported a dramatic increase of suicides with
Lidocain after the widely published suicide of a beauty
queen with this drug.

In order to be able to influence the reporting about suicide
we felt that the actual way this topic is covered in printed
media should first be monitored. To our knowledge there
are so far no systematic investigations into the importance
of suicide and attempted suicide as a topic in the media.
In the first part of our investigation we specifically wanted
to know how often this subject appears in newspapers,
how much weight it is given and what kind of picture of
the suicidal person or the act itself is presented to the
reader. It should be noted that in Switzerland no guide-
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lines for suicide reporting have been issued. Our assump-
tions were that reporting of suicide and attempted suicide
varies considerably according to the character of the
newspaper, that some papers use this topic as news sensa-
tion and that the picture of suicidal behaviour that news-
paper readers are given does not reflect reality.

METHOD

Over a time span of 8 months ( April — November 1991)
all daily, weekly and monthly papers printed in Switzer-
land (exclusive of medical and other specialized journals)
in German, French and Italian were screened by a profes-
sional media monitoring service (‘Argus der Presse’) for
texts including words such as suicide and attempted sui-
cide. Altogether some 400 newspapers and magazines
were examined. The collected newspaper clippings were
carefully read by the authors and coded for statistical
analysis. The descriptive statistics and chi-squared calcu-
lation was performed with SPSS-X.10 Coding included
the format of the articles as well as their content and
consisted of 54 variables. Reports issued by press agencies
which were published unchanged were counted as 1 art-
icle (press agency reports on suicide, however, were very
rare).

Altogether 223 newspaper clippings were collected, care-
fully read and coded. Fifteen of these, such as letters to the
editor, film reviews, deaths which were not suicides, etc.,
were excluded, leaving a total of 208 articles for analysis.

Reliability of data collection

The media monitoring office maintains from their own
investigations that on average 85% of all articles in which
a target word is present are recognized. We can assume
that missed articles mainly concern articles where suicide
and attempted suicide were not major key words and were
therefore difficult to spot. Such articles are unlikely to
have much impact on the reader.
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Reliability of rating

In 19 randomly selected articles (9% of the total) the
complete rating wasdone independently by C.F.and K.M.
Differences in rating were found in 48 (7.4%) of the 646

variables.

RESULTS

Articles (n=208)

In the 8 months of monitoring, 74 newspapers and maga-
zines were found to include articles with at least 1 of the
target words. Of these papers 80.3% appear daily, 14.9%
weekly and 4.8% less frequently. In 32 publications more
than 1 article was found, the maximum being 35 articles
in 8 months. Over half of all articles appeared in the same
10 newspapers (see table ).

The distribution over the 8 months (April - November)
was very uneven: while over half of the articles (107)
appeared from April to June, in the autumn months
(September — November) only 42 articles (20.2%) were
found. It should be noted that the figures cannot be a
measure of the numbers of suicides occurring; the fluctua-
tion is due mainly to a few events of special interest being
widely reported.

Switzerland has 3 main languages, German representing
63.6% of the population, French 19.2% and Italian 7.6%.
The distribution of the articles by language was as follows:
76.0% German, 17.8% French and 5.8% Italian. This
indicates that the relative number of articles was higher
in the publications in the German language and lower in
the others.

Table 1 shows the distribution of the main newspapers by
the number of articles. The 2 newspapers with the highest
numbers of articles are both German Swiss, followed by 2
French Swiss newspapers. The 2 German Swiss newspa-

Table 1 Circulation figures of selected Swiss newspapers and
numbers of articles with the target words (suicide/attempted
suicide) found in 8 months’ monitoring

Number of % of all

XY b Monthly

Circulation  articles articles

Blick 364,700 35 16.8
Tages-Anzeiger Ziirich 261,369 23 11.1
La Suisse 70,032 13 6.3
Le Matin 53,774 11 5.3
Die Wochenzeitung * 18,500 9 43
Cornere del Ticino 35,225 7 34
L’lmpartial 31,072 4 19
Solothurner Zeitung 45,542 4 1.9
Der Landbote 40,775 3 1.4
Der Schweiz. Beobachter® 407,669 4 19
Other newspapers with
circulation figures >100,000

Neue Ziircher Zeitung 151,660 3 14

Basler Zeitung 113,421 3 1.4

Berner Zeitung 124,130 1 0.5

Sonntags Blick * 350,380 3 1.4

Die Weltwoche * 109,369 1 0.5
a Weekly

Figure A hypothetical index for the impact of suicide reporting
(number of articles in 8 months x circulation of newspaper) for the
4 newspapers with most frequent suicide coverage

pers most frequently reporting about suicide happen to be
the 2 daily papers with the highest circulation figures, but
this is not the case for French Swiss publications, where
the topic is hardly covered by the 3 newspapers with the
largest circulation. None of the Italian Swiss papers had
frequent coverage. To gain a picture of the assumed
impact of the suicide reporting by the most frequently
reporting papers the number of articles were multiplied by
the circulation figures (see figure).

Obviously, in certain cases the same event resulted in
articles in several papers. Those events with the highest
number of articles were as follows. i) The death of a man
aged 24 years, who, being armed, had called the police
threatening to shoot himself but who started to fire at the
police and who, after a fire exchange, died by his own gun
(14 articles). ii) A popular actress and writer, taking an
overdose (10 articles). iii) A customs official who killed
himself after having shot two of his colleagues (6 articles).

Form of presentation (n=151 key word articles)

In 151 articles (72.6%) suicide or attempted suicide was
the main or one of the main key words. The length of
these articles varied from 5 to 380 lines, with a median of
55 lines. The longest articles covered overdoses taken by
celebrities. A picture accompanied 59 articles (39.1%), of
which 13 (22%) appeared on the front page. Details of
the method used for suicide were shown in 8 pictures and
details of the location in 20 pictures.

The article or the headline appeared on the front page in
22 articles (14.6%). This is a conservative figure, as in a
few cases it was not possible to determine with certainty
if the newspaper clip was taken from the front page.
However, the main tabloid in German clearly had 15
articles alone on the front page. A target word was found
in the headline of 94 articles (62.3%). In 74 cases (49.0%)
the headline print was rated as oversized, mainly in cases
of shooting and hanging (46 articles).

Character of articles (n=151)

The articles were grouped according to their character:
news only (see appendix for examples) 45 (29.8%), news
with background information 52 (34.4%), background
information only (see appendix for examples) 35 (23.2%),
columns 6 (4.0%), obituaries 4 (2.6%), other 9 (5.9%).
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People included (n=139 people articles)

In 139 of the 208 articles details of the person included
were given. One hundred and two of these (73.4%) were
male and 37 (26.6%) were female. Ninety men (88.2%)
had completed suicide while only 13 women (35.%) had
done so (x? =37.15, p<0.0001). One hundred and four
persons (74.8%) were Swiss.

In 86 articles (61.9%) the person was a non-celebrity, in
30 cases (21.6%) the person was an international celebrity
and in 23 cases (16.5%) a local celebrity. Table 2 shows
some of the differences between articles about celebrities
(C) and non-celebrities (nC).

One hundred and three articles (74.1%) referred to cases
of completed suicide and the rest referred to attempted
suicide. In 104 (74.8%) of the articles about people the
method used for the suicidal act was mentioned: shooting
(52 cases, 37.4%) was most frequent, followed by hanging
(12 cases, 8.6%), overdosing (15 cases, 11.1%), jumping
(12 cases, 8.6%), and gassing (6 cases, 4.3%). Shooting
and jumping were associated with non-celebrity status
and overdosing with celebrity status (2= 20.32, df=4,
p<0.001).

A reason for the suicidal act was specified in 74 articles
(53.2%). Depression (25.7%) and relationship problems
(25.7%) were the main reasons given, followed by per-
sonal and health problems (17.6%), work problems
(14.9%) and emotional crises (9.5%).

In 88 articles the age of the person was mentioned. The
age range was from 20 to 80 years, the median being 35
years. Twenty-one (23.9%) were 25 years old or younger.
Of these, the majority (90.5%) were non-celebrities. Mast
of them shot (52.6%) or hanged themselves (21%) and
none overdosed. The explanations given for the suicides
of young persons mainly fell into the category ‘crisis’
(33.3%), while for those above 25 years it was mainly
relationship problems (39.5%), personal and health prob-
lems (23.7%) and depression (18.7%).

Following the uneven distribution of the number of sui-
cide reports in the different papers we were interested in
whether the frequently reporting papers also differ in their
dealing with suicide as a topic. We divided the 139 articles
into 68 articles from the papers with frequent and 71
articles from papers with less frequent reporting of suicide.
The first group of articles came from 4 and the second
group from 67 papers. Table 3 shows the main differences

Table 2 Comparison of articles about non-celebrity persons with
articles about celebrities

Non-celebrities Celebrities
n=86 n=53
n % n %
Target word in headline 45 523 18 340
Context in headline 26 302 4 15
Method in text 70 81.4 34 64.2
Location of the act mentioned 70  81.4 24 45.3
‘Fate’ as explanation 23 26.7 6 11.3
Person is Swiss 5 872 29 547

Differences are all siginificant at a 5% level (x? test)

between the 2 groups. It emerges that the coverage by the
few ‘frequent reporters’ is characterized by news character,
the headline and picture appearing on the front page and
the suicide method being mentioned explicitly, especially
shooting and hanging, even in the headlines.

DISCUSSION

Research into the impact of suicide reporting in the
electronic and printed media indicates that news accounts
of suicides can trigger additional suicides among suscept-
ible persons. Stack!! argued that in this field a differential
identification model is needed and he found evidence for
an age-specific identification process, especially in young
men. Furthermore, the report by Sonneck et al.Z makes it
evident that changes in the policy of suicide reporting in
newspapers can indeed reduce the frequency of suicides
with a specific method, again, mainly in young persons.
As Switzerland has one of the highest suicide rates among
young men aged 15-24 years!Z13 we felt that suicide
reporting in Swiss newspapers should be evaluated and, if
necessary, guidelines for media coverage of suicide stories
be issued. We believed that objective information on the
press coverage of suicide and attempted suicide would not
only help us to approach editors, but could also serve as a
baseline against which the effect of issuing such guidelines
could be measured.

A possible contagious effect of media reporting of suicide
is likely to be dependent on quantitative as well as qual-
itative aspects. Under quantitative aspects we record the
length of an article and its position in the newspaper, the
size and the wording of the headline, inclusion of pictures,
etc., as well as the frequency of reporting. Qualitative
aspects refer to the contents of the reporting, above all
the question of how much an article serves as a model to
susceptible persons and how much weight is given to
measures of prevention. In this paper we focus on the
quantitative aspects.

Table 3 Comparison of articles from newspapers with frequent
suicide reporting (more than 10 articles) with those from papers

with infrequent suicide reporting

Frequent Infrequent

reporting reporting

n=68 n=71

n % n %
Length of article (>62 lines) 24 338 40 588
Headline on front page 20 28.2 3 4.2
Picture on front page 20 183 2 29
Headline large print 48 676 22 324
News character 36 50.7 16 235
Method named 61 85.9 43 63.2
Method in headline 22 310 11 16.2
Shooting as method 36 50.7 3 42
Circumstances described 56 789 38 559
Same case more than once 17 239 6 8.8

Differences are all significant at the 5% level (x? test). No significant
differences were found for the following variables: hanging as method,
name of person mentioned and number of pictures
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Our results show that there are enormous differences in
the frequency of articles between the various print media.
For some newspapers suicide obviously is an important
topic while others hardly ever cover it. It could be argued
that, in general, suicide reports are rare as out of 400 print
titles only 74 were found to carry articles with 1 of the
target words. Such a conclusion would be wrong. Most of
these 400 titles have a small circulation and are of very
local character only, but, more important, the newspapers
with frequent suicide reporting tend to be those with the
highest circulation figures. The main German Swiss tab-
loid paper (‘Blick’) was found to cover the topic on
average once a week. We can assume that in the German-
speaking population the 2 main papers reach at least 35%
of all households (population 4.4 million, 2.5 persons per
household). It is not only the tabloids which frequently
have suicide articles: the second paper frequently report-
ing suicide (‘Tages-Anzeiger’) can be considered a ‘ser-
ious’ newspaper. Obviously, the decision about how much
weight should be given to suicide coverage must be made
by the editors and we can only speculate as to what their
motives are.

The fact that German Swiss newspapers include relatively
more suicide articles than the newspapers in French and
Italian Switzerland suggests that cultural differences may
play a role.

Apart from the frequency of articles, we wanted to know
in what way suicide and attempted suicide are covered.
Our assumption was that the newspapers would differ in
their character of suicide coverage, which was confirmed
by our results. In the newspapers with frequent suicide
reporting articles usually had news character and articles,
headlines and pictures are often placed on the front page.
Analysis of the content reveals that these papers have a
preference for suicides through violent methods and for
explicit description of the suicide methods and the cir-
cumstances of the act, even though the articles are gen-
erally shorter than those in newspapers with less frequent
covering of the topic. It became therefore evident that
certain papers indeed use suicide and attempted suicide as
news sensation.

Suicide reporting obviously does not reflect reality. In
newspapers attempted suicide is rare and completed sui-
cide is frequent. The reality is different: in Switzerland
over 8,000 suicide attempts coming to medical attention
are estimated per year!* and ~ 1,500 completed suicides
are officially reported. The picture given is that the most
common suicidal behaviour is shooting. In Switzerland
shooting is indeed the main method in completed male
suicides, but in the total of all suicides it represents only
28%13 and in attempted suicide 2% only. Overdoses, it
appears from the newspapers, are the domain of persons
with celebrity status and are not taken by young persons,
a total contrast to reality (the highest rates for attempted
suicide are in the age group 15-34 years!*). The most
disturbing finding is that the persons reported to have
killed themselves by shooting or hanging are usually
young and very average persons, i.e. persons with whom

m most young readers can easily identify. The reports by

Schmidtke and HifnerS, Sonneck et al.2 and Fekete and
Macsai® suggest that there is an age- and gender-specific
imitation effect, especially in adolescents and young
adults. Fekete and Macsai's? paper is especially interesting
because after the publicized suicide of a 17 year old beauty
queen with Lidocain pills the number of female suicides
in Hungary in the age group 15-39 years rose dramatically.
We know little about the identification processes of young
persons. Stack’s!! results contradicted those of Wasser-
man!® who found an association between the presence of
a celebrity suicide story and the monthly rate of suicides
(all ages). Stack’s!! differential identification showed that
the non-celebrity status of the person who committed
suicide was of similar importance and that identification
seemed to work upwards and laterally, especially in the
young and in the elderly, but not in the middle aged.
However, for young males, he found that the greater the
coverage of non-celebrity suicides, the greater the suicide
rate was.

It seems obvious that suicides of public persons and sui-
cides occurring in public places need to be reported and
may even demand a prominent place in the newspapers.
In our view, however, there is no justification for promin-
ent covering of the suicides of private persons occurring
in private places. Every suicide is a private affair. The
reasons for putting an end to one’s life are as varied as
individuals can be. Half of the articles on persons gave
some sort of explanation for the suicide act. Here, at least,
there is some compatibility with reality, depression (the
number 1 risk factor) being in the first place, followed by
relationship and personal problems {which indeed are
often found to be causes of suicidal behaviour). However,
there isa tendency to over-simplify. When a headline runs
‘Rows in the family: Boy (12) hanged himself’ (‘Blick’, 28
January 1994), it is obvious that this can serve as a model
to children with family problems.

We can understand that journalists and editors are not
aware of the possible impact of this form of presentation.
Professional knowledge and guidelines must be circulated
to newspaper editors. Editorial staff and journalists must
be aware of the potential risk of suicide reporting and
should be encouraged to contact designated experts on
suicide prevention when uncertain about the way to
present such a sensitive topic. Obviously, the right to
information must be weighed against the risk of imitation.
It seems to us that more interdisciplinary communication
is needed and that a joint working group of health experts
and journalists might prove useful. There isa considerable
public health interest involved.

The professional screening of the newspapers was made possible by
the financial support of the Swiss Medical Association.
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