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ETHICS IN JOURNALISM 

Seek Truth and Report It 
Journalists should be honest, fair and 
courageous in gathering, reporting 
and interpreting information. 

Minimize Harm 
Ethical journalists treat sources, 
subjects and colleagues as human 
beings deserving of respect. 

There are many different standards and guidelines regarding how journalists or 
journalistic agencies should conduct their work. Most  include the following 
basic principles: 

Act Independently 
Journalists should be free of 
obligation to any interest other than 
the public’s right to know. 

Be Accountable 
Journalists are accountable to their 
readers, listeners, viewers and each 
other. 



RESTRICTION 

RESPONSIBILITY 
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Why does this 

MATTER? 

Risk of contagion 1 
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MEDIA 
CONTAGION 

Suicide contagion is real 

An increase in suicides following media 
reporting is impacted by: 

 

 
-Frequency of reports 
-Placement of reports 
-Language used (graphic, dramatic, 
headlines) 

 

Prominent examples of contagion: 
-Vienna Subway  
-Marilyn Monroe  
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SUICIDES IN THE VIENNA SUBWAY SYSTEM 
 - 1980 through 1990 -  

From New England Journal of Medicine, Aug. 1992 

Implementation of  

Media Guidelines 

1980           1981           1982          1983           1984           1985           1986          1987           1988           1989           1990 

 I indicates the first six months and II the second six months. The media guidelines of the Austrian Association for Suicide Prevention went into effect in June 1987.  
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Why does this 

MATTER? 

Risk of contagion 

WHO identifies media reporting as 
priority prevention strategy 

1 

2 
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MEDIA REPORTING 
as a priority prevention strategy 

*Source: World Health Organization (2015) 

WHO IDENTIFIES 

Early identification and treatment 

Training of health workers 

Follow-up care and community support 

Restricting access to means 

Responsible media reporting 

Introducing alcohol policies 

Researching tech-based solutions 
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Recommendations  
FOR REPORTING ON 

SUICIDE 
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Why does this 

MATTER? 

Risk of contagion 

WHO identifies media reporting as 
priority prevention strategy 

1 

2 

Scope of the problem 3 
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Adolescents 
experience greater risk 

(Gould et al, 2003, 
Martin & Koo, 1997).. 
1-5% of teen suicides 

happen in clusters.  

Suicide contagion is not 
a US phenomenon 
(studies in Austria, 
Hungary, Germany, 
Australia, Japan). 

There is a particularly 
strong effect 

surrounding suicide 
deaths of 

celebrities. 



This is 
where  
come in. 
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YOU 



BEST PRACTICES 
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for reporting on suicide safely 
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1 

Avoid an overly 
 SIMPLISTIC 

EXPLANATION 
 for suicide 
 

Suicide is complex and rarely can be attributed 
to a single cause. Avoid writing that suicide is 
the result of a common life events like stress, 
a job loss, divorce or break-up, etc.  

Instead, use the opportunity to explain the 
complexity of suicide. 
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2 

Avoid describing suicide as 

INEXPLICABLE 
OR WITHOUT WARNING 

Avoid describing that a suicide had no cause. 
This may incorrectly reinforce a false belief 
that treatment doesn’t work and suicide 
cannot be prevented. 

Most people who die by suicide exhibit 
warning signs. Include suicide warning signs 
in the sidebar of your article whenever 
possible. 



Reidenberg 2017. No reproduction or duplication permitted. 

“This cannot be made 

sense of. We’re 

struggling for answers. 

We’ll never understand 

it.” 
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3 

Avoid GLORIFYING or 
 ROMANTICIZING 

the act of suicide 

Portraying suicide as a heroic, romantic, or 

honorable act may encourage vulnerable 

people to view it more positively or lead them 

to desire the positive attention garnered by 

someone who has died by suicide. 

or a person who died by suicide 

Young people are especially vulnerable.  

Try to present a balanced story on the person.  
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“Seventeen year old Balraj 
Babulal and fourteen year 
old Vanessa Beru took their 
relationship to a new and 
fatal level.” 
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4 

Avoid relaying 
 

METHOD 
LOCATION 
OR DETAILS 

 of the person 
who died by suicide 

Instead, limit the details to the facts the 
audience needs to know. 

Do not describe or write the method or location 
of death (may lead to copycat).  

Do not share many personal life details of 
person who died (may lead to identification).  
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“...tragically and 
unexpectedly took his own 
life on the family’s front 
porch.” 

Details a location 
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5 

Avoid language or data that presents suicide 
as normal or common phenomena.   

AVOID 
COMMON 
portraying suicide as a  

or acceptable response 
 to life’s adversities 

Although suicide IS an important public health 
problem, MOST people who living w/mental 
illness or facing adversity do not attempt or 
die by suicide, but instead find treatment or 
other coping strategies.  
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 “On the wake of yet 

another tragic murder/ 

suicide that took place in 

Trincity this weekend…”  
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Avoid sensationalizing  
 HEADLINES 

INFORM the audience without sensationalizing the 
suicide and minimize prominence (e.g., “Kurt Cobain 
Dead at 27”). 

6 

Headlines to AVOID: 
● "Suicide flourishes in the Nevada desert: Nevada's 

Suicide Epidemic" (Bellingham Herold, Apr 24, 2012) 
● "TJ's Blues: A graphic memoir of teen depression" 

(Chicago Tribune, May 9, 2012) 
● "Where arranged marriages are customary, suicides 

grow more common" (NYT, June 6, 2012) 
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Avoid using 

LANGUAGE 

Referring to suicide as 
“successful,” “unsuccessful” 
or a “failed attempt.” Using 

the phrase “committed 
suicide.” 

Use phrases like “died by 
suicide,” “completed 

suicide” or “killed 
him/herself.” 

Describing suicide as an 
“epidemic” or using other 

strong words like 
“skyrocketing” or 

“increasing rapidly.” 

Research the best 
available data and use 
words like “increase” or 

“rise.” 

Reporting suicide as a 
crime.   

Report suicide as a public 
health issue.  

AVOID INSTEAD 
7 

STIGMATIZING 
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“Investigators determined 
the two vehicles that went 
over the side of State 
Route 18 in San 
Bernardino County last 
weekend were related 
suicide attempts - one of 
them successful…”  
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Images that are better to use: 
-School or work photo of the deceased 
person 
-A family portrait  
-Logos of suicide crisis helplines 

GRAPHICS 
AVOID HARMFUL 

8 

Avoid depicting or using images of:  
-location or method of death 
-memorials or funerals 
-grieving family and friends 
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9 

Instead, share that a note was found, but 
exclude further details. 

SUICIDE NOTE 

DO NOT SHARE 
the content of a 

Most suicide notes do not include logical or 
helpful information and may describe personal 
details that a vulnerable person may identify 
with. 
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The reporter 
extracts quotes 
from each of the 
three notes 
including personal 
details of the 
person and the 
method of death. 
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10 

AVOID 
 
QUOTING 
police or first 
responders 

For causes of suicide, seek information or 
advice from suicide prevention experts. 

Be mindful when paraphrasing or 
interpreting quotes. Avoid putting expert 
opinions in a sensationalistic context. 



Include local, updated, and credible 
resources in your article. 
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RESOURCES 
PROVIDE 
whenever possible 

11 

Include a crisis phone number or service if 
available. If not, include emergency 
services information.  

If possible, highlight that treatment works 
and list a local treatment resource.  
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Other considerations: 
1. Sources: Choose sources carefully. Respect grieving family/friends. Avoid 

publishing sources that don’t provide helpful context.  

2. Data: Data can be tricky. Always use current/relevant/accurate data. Avoid 

overstating the problem of suicide (may lead to normalization).  

3. Context: Providing context will help illustrate the complexity of suicide. It’s not 

unsolvable, but many factors contribute to someone choosing to end their life. 

4. Research: Carefully report research. Avoid sensationalizing research findings.  

5. Value to society: We know the number and frequency of suicide reports can 

lead to contagion. Ask yourself if the story you want to tell is newsworthy. Will 

the story help someone who may be struggling? 



STORIES DONE RIGHT 
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Title 
-Avoided using suicide in title 
Language 
-Rates have been rising, did not sensationalize it by saying 
epidemic; used “took his life” in the Graham’s story 
Data 
-Used credible source (Dept of Defense Suicide Event 
report), did not glamorize or over-state, and clearly set 
out what is known 
Action oriented 
-here’s what the Dept of Defense has done including 
places to call, text, chat, get referrals 
Personal but real, not sensationalized 
-Graham’s story includes loss of son to bomb and loss of 
son to suicide. 
Ends positive and provides hope 
-Today things are really good. 
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