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Objective: To investigate the impact of media
reporting of a celebrity suicide on subsequent
suicide attempts.

Method: A Poisson time series autoregression
analysis was conducted to examine whether there
was a significant increase in suicide attempts dur-
ing the 3-week period after the start of extensive
media reporting of a celebrity suicide. The report-
ing began on May 2, 2005, and lasted about 17
days. To investigate the influence of media re-
porting on suicide attempts, a structured interview
was conducted with 124 suicide attempters identi-
fied from 2 counties in Mid Taiwan who had ex-
posure to the media reporting.

Results: After controlling for seasonal varia-
tion, calendar year, temperature, and humidity,
there was a marked increase in the number
of suicide attempts during the 3-week period
after media reporting began (adjusted relative
risk = 1.55, 95% CI = 1.26 to 1.91). Among 124
suicide attempters exposed to the media reports,
23.4% reported an influence from them. There
was no relationship between the attempters’ ages
and the age of the celebrity or the method, but
male attempters had a significantly higher risk
for such influence. A considerably higher risk for
such influence was found among subjects with a
history of suicide attempt(s) in the previous year
(odds ratio = 52.3, 95% CI = 5.96 to 459.1).

Conclusions: The extensive media reporting
of the suicide of a celebrity was followed by an
increase in suicide attempts. The effect was par-
ticularly marked in individuals with a recent
history of a suicide attempt. The results provide
further support for the need for more restrained
reporting of suicides as part of suicide prevention
strategies and for special vigilance for contagious
effects of such reporting on people who have
carried out recent suicidal acts.

(J Clin Psychiatry 2007;68:862–866)

uicide prevention has become a global mental health
concern,1–2 and improving the reporting of suicidalS

behavior in the media has been included in the national
suicide prevention strategies of most countries.3–6 The evi-
dence to support this has been derived from studies report-
ing an increase of suicide and attempted suicide following
certain media stimuli.7–9 These studies have sometimes
controlled for seasonal and secular factors. Furthermore,
the more media networks that carry a suicide story, the
greater the subsequent increase in suicidal behavior, and
glamorous reporting or portrayal of suicide in the media
can maximize the risk of “copycat” suicide.9–14 However,
a major shortcoming of most studies is that exposure to
the media reports by those who subsequently engaged in
suicidal behavior has not been adequately investigated.15

In this article, we report findings from a study in which
a representative sample of suicide attempters were di-
rectly interviewed to assess their exposure to media re-
porting of the suicide of a celebrity and its impact on any
subsequent suicide attempts. The study was conducted
immediately after the initiation of media reporting about
a famous male television actor in Taiwan, M. J. Nee, who
committed suicide by hanging from a tree in a countryside
fruit yard at the age of 59 years sometime in April 2005.
Extensive media coverage of Mr. Nee’s suicide started
from May 2, 2005, the day his body was found, and lasted
for about 17 days.
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METHOD

Media Reports
Coverage of Mr. Nee’s suicide appeared on all 7 Tai-

wanese television news channels and in all Taiwanese
newspapers. The former reported it hourly every day, each
report lasting between minutes and an entire hour as the
headline news. News of Mr. Nee’s death occupied the 4
most popular national newspapers, with a mean (SD)  daily
coverage of 1.2 (0.7) to 2.2 (0.9) pages during 17 days.

All media reports on Mr. Nee’s suicide included sensa-
tional words and statements of sympathy for the victim.
The method used for suicide was repeatedly described in
detail, with pictures/photos featuring the tree from which
he hanged himself, the rope used, and his body. The sui-
cide act was depicted as an understandable solution to the
victim’s dilemma, which included his extramarital rela-
tionship and his recent frustrations in show business. Fi-
nally, Mr. Nee was glorified as a martyr, and his past career
received adulation (the funeral on May 12 was solemn and
majestic). Several aspects of the guidelines published by
the World Health Organization in 2000 for the media re-
garding how to report on a specific suicide were contra-
vened (www.who.int/mental_health/media/en/426.pdf).16

Study Subjects
The subjects were suicide attempters who came from 2

counties located in Mid Taiwan (Nantou and Taichung
Counties) with a total population of approximately 1.5 mil-
lion in 2005. These 2 counties are close to the center of a
major earthquake disaster that took place on September
21, 1999. With the support of a special reconstruction fund
from the government, a community mental health center
was established in each of the 2 counties, along with a new
reporting system from the local health authority to identify
consecutive suicide attempters who were referred to medi-
cal settings for treatment from various resources in the
community. Case management has been provided by the
mental health workers (psychiatric nurses and clinical psy-
chologists) at the community mental health centers to all
identified suicide attempters and other individuals who
accepted this service. The initial study sample comprised
all suicide attempters identified at both centers between
May 2 and June 30, 2005 (N = 270).

Definition of Suicide Attempt
In this study, suicide attempt was defined as any epi-

sode of deliberate self-harm requiring medical attention.
We have followed the definition used in the United King-
dom for years17: Deliberate self-harm includes self-
poisoning and self-injury. Self-poisoning is the intentional
self-administration of more than the prescribed dose of any
drug, whether or not there is evidence that the act was in-
tended to result in death. This also includes poisoning with
noningestible substances or gas, overdoses of “recreational

drugs,” and severe alcohol intoxication in which the clini-
cal staff considers these to be cases of deliberate self-
harm. Self-injury is any injury that has been deliberately
self-inflicted.17

Procedures
Seventeen mental health workers at the 2 community

mental health centers participated in this study. An orien-
tation course was first provided for them on how to
conduct the research interview using a structured ques-
tionnaire. They then made contact with all consecutive
subjects who made suicide attempts during the study pe-
riod by telephoning them up to 3 times, plus making
an additional direct home visit when individuals did not
answer the phone. The research interview was conducted
with those who agreed to participate in the study after the
procedure had been fully explained. The interviewer also
recorded each respondent’s age and gender, dates of sui-
cide attempts, and methods used.

The institutional review board of Academia Sinica,
Taiwan, approved the study, and written informed consent
was obtained from the study subjects.

Study Instrument
A structured questionnaire was developed for use in

the study by the research team. It was pretested in 10
depressive patients who had made suicide attempts and
was found to be acceptable with minor linguistic mod-
ifications.

The questionnaire first asked about any exposure the
participants had had to the media reports of Mr. Nee’s
suicide. They were then asked about history of suicidal
behavior, including if and when they had any suicidal
thoughts or made a suicide attempt following the media
reporting on Mr. Nee’s death. Respondents who had seen
any television news or read any newspaper article report-
ing the death were then asked whether their mood or
thoughts had been influenced by such reports and in what
way. Those who had no previous history of suicidal be-
havior or who had a history of only suicidal thoughts (pre-
existing their exposure to the reports) were asked whether
the reporting had influenced their first suicide attempts.
Those with a history of a suicide attempt were asked
whether the media reports had influenced their repeat sui-
cide attempts. Respondents’ descriptions and explana-
tions about any influence from the media reports were
recorded verbatim.

Time Series Data
In order to examine possible confounding effects of

seasonal and secular factors on the risk of suicide at-
tempts immediately after the media reporting began, time
series data on weekly number of suicide attempts and
mean temperature and humidity for weeks 1 through 34
of the years 2003–2005 were obtained. Weekly numbers
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of suicide attempts were obtained from the routinely kept
records in the 2 community mental health centers.
Records of mean temperature and humidity were re-
trieved from the weather station located in Mid Taiwan.

Statistical Analysis
A Poisson time series autoregression model18 was used

to examine whether there was a significant increase in
suicide attempts during the 3-week period after the initia-
tion of media reporting of Mr. Nee’s suicide. This model
estimated the relative risk of suicide attempts in the 3
weeks after the media reporting began compared with that
in the remaining weeks of the first 34 weeks of each year
between 2003 and 2005. A series of weekly counts of
suicide attempts from 2003 to 2005 was treated as a
Poisson distribution. Since frequency of suicide attempts
may be affected by seasonal variation, calendar year, tem-
perature, and humidity,19,20 these variables were simulta-
neously controlled for in the model. Autoregression or-
ders of counts of suicide prior to the current week, from
the last week (order 1) to the last 4 weeks (order 4), were
also included in the model.

Logistic regression analysis was used to investigate
factors that might potentially increase vulnerability to
media influences on suicide attempts among the 124 sub-
jects exposed to the media reports of a celebrity suicide.
The factors included age, gender, and history of suicidal
behavior in the preceding year. A univariate model was
first generated to estimate a crude odds ratio (OR) and
95% confidence interval (CI) for each factor, followed by
multivariate analysis to obtain adjusted ORs.

To further investigate the association between suicidal
behavior in the past year before the media reporting and
the possible media influences on subsequent suicide at-
tempts (either a first or a repeat attempt), 2 logistic regres-
sion analyses were conducted controlling for age and gen-
der. In the first analysis, the OR for a first attempt said to
be influenced by the media reports among subjects who
had had only suicidal thoughts in the year before the me-
dia reports was estimated. In the second analysis, the OR
for a further suicide attempt said to be influenced by the
media reports among subjects who had made suicide at-
tempts in the year before the media reporting began was
estimated. In these analyses, respondents who reported no
suicidal behavior in the year before the media reports
were treated as the reference group.

RESULTS

Characteristics of Study Subjects
Of the 270 potential subjects, it was not possible to

contact 59 (21.9%), and 72 (26.7%) refused to participate
in the study. The remaining 139 (51.5%) agreed to be in-
terviewed. The response rate among the subjects we were
able to contact was 65.9% (139/211). There was no sig-

nificant difference in the distribution of age, gender, and
history of previous suicide attempts (according to the
records of the reporting system in the 2 counties from
January 2003 to April 2005) between those who were
interviewed, those who refused, and those we were unable
to contact. Of the 139 individuals who were interviewed,
124 (89.2%) said that they had been exposed to the media
reports. There were no major age and gender differences
between the exposed and the unexposed group.

Of the 124 respondents with media exposure, 92
(74.2%) were female. The mean age of the females was
34.7 (SD = 12.8) years, and of the males, 34.8 (SD =
12.5) years. Overall, 103 individuals (83.1%)  reported a
history of suicidality, including 34 (27.4%) with previous
suicide attempts and 69 (55.6%) with only previous sui-
cidal thoughts. In particular, 25 (20.2%) had made suicide
attempt(s) in the year prior to the media reporting of
Mr. Nee’s death, and 76 (61.3%) had had only suicidal
thoughts before being exposed to the reports. Among sub-
jects who did not have any suicidal behavior in the past
year, only 3 (13.0%) reported their first suicide attempt
after Mr. Nee’s news. In contrast, 18.4% (N = 14) of those
reporting suicidal thoughts in the past year had a first sui-
cide attempt, and 44% (N = 11) of those reporting suicide
attempt(s) in the past year had a repeat suicide attempt
after Mr. Nee’s news.

Extent of Media Influence
Of the 124 respondents exposed to the media reporting

of Mr. Nee’s death, 29 (23.4%) reported that this had
influenced their subsequent suicide attempts, with 17
(13.7%) reporting a first attempt and 12 (9.7%) reporting
a repeat attempt. Significantly more men (12/32) than
women (17/92) reported negative effects (χ2 = 4.79,
p < .05).

Content of Media Influence
Several types of explanations were given by respon-

dents for whom the news of Mr. Nee’s death appeared to
have had an influence. The most common explanations
were (1) imitation: “All my sorrows will be over just like
him, a man with loss of love and career,” “Suicide can be a
glorious act like his became,” (2) rationalization: “Life is
like on the stage, a big star has gone, why not me?” “Peo-
ple care about you more after you kill yourself than when
staying alive,” (3) hopelessness: “The end of depression is
suicide, treatment is useless,” “Sooner or later I’ll be in
the same situation like him,” and (4) learning the method
of suicide: “I have been watching how he tied the rope on
the tree in order to hang himself.”

Was There a Real Increase in Suicide Attempts?
Figure 1 shows that there was a marked increase in

the number of suicide attempts in the 3 weeks after the
initiation of Mr. Nee’s news compared with the con-
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temporaneous periods in the 2 preceding years, 2003 and
2004.

A Poisson autoregression analysis, focused on the risk
of suicide attempts during the 3 weeks after the reporting
of Mr. Nee’s death began, was conducted, with adjust-
ment for seasonal variation, calendar year, temperature,
humidity, and autoregression orders. Since there was no
significant association between the risk for suicide at-
tempts and the autoregression orders from order 1 to or-
der 4, only the first order was retained in the model. Al-
though humidity and seasonal variation were not found to
be significantly associated with the risk of suicide at-
tempts, they were retained in the model as both have been
reported as factors associated with suicide risk.18 After
controlling for these variables, the risk of suicide at-
tempts during the 3 weeks after media reporting began
was considerably greater than during the other periods
(adjusted relative risk [RR] = 1.55, 95% CI = 1.26 to
1.91). Both calendar year and temperature were also sig-
nificantly associated with the risk of suicide attempts.
Thus, the number of suicide attempts increased signi-
ficantly between 2003 and 2005 (for 2004, adjusted
RR = 1.49, 95% CI = 1.34 to 1.66; for 2005, adjusted
RR = 1.58, 95% CI = 1.39 to 1.80) and was significantly
higher in periods of higher temperature (adjusted RR =
1.04, 95% CI = 1.02 to 1.06).

Factors Influencing the Effects of Media Reporting
We examined potential factors predicting the influ-

ence of the media reports of Mr. Nee’s suicide on suicide
attempts (details of the data analysis can be obtained
from our Web site at http://www.ibms.sinica.edu.tw/
tables_for_nees_suicide.htm). There was no age differ-
ence in vulnerability to media influences. Men were sig-
nificantly more likely to report media influence than
women after we controlled for both history of suicidal be-
havior in the past year and age (adjusted OR = 2.63, 95%
CI = 1.04 to 6.64). Compared to subjects without any his-

tory of suicidal behavior, those with a history of a previ-
ous suicide attempt in the past year had a considerably
greater risk for reporting that the media reports had influ-
enced a subsequent attempt (adjusted OR = 4.94, 95%
CI = 1.13 to 21.65, controlling for age and gender). Sub-
jects with only suicidal thoughts in the past year did not
have a significantly higher risk for such influence (ad-
justed OR = 1.45, 95% CI = 0.37 to 5.69).

Compared to subjects without any history of suicidal
behavior, those with a history of only suicidal thoughts
in the past year did not manifest any significantly higher
risk for media influence on their first suicide attempts
(OR = 1.37, 95% CI = 0.34 to 5.41), whereas those with
a history of suicide attempts in the past year had a
statistically significant increased risk (OR = 52.30, 95%
CI = 5.96 to 459.14) of media reports having influenced
their subsequent repeat suicide attempts.

DISCUSSION

Increase in Suicide Attempts After Media Reporting
Previous studies investigating media influences on

suicidal behavior have largely used a “before-and-after”
comparative strategy, often controlling for seasonal and
secular changes for identical periods in earlier years.21

In the present study, we have employed the Poisson
autoregression model to verify the effect of media report-
ing of the suicide of a celebrity on suicide attempts after
controlling for temperature, humidity, calendar year, sea-
sonal variation, and autoregressive order. Simultaneous
controlling for major potential confounding variables
considerably increases the credibility of our findings. Re-
sults from this model have strongly suggested that the
short-term but continued extensive media reporting of the
suicide of a celebrity contributed to a significant increase
in suicide attempts. Of the variables that were controlled
for, temperature was the most salient because the period
of media reporting of Mr. Nee’s death was very close to
the transition from spring to summer.19,20

Exposure to the Media and Influences
Although the findings from other studies have indi-

cated an increase in suicide attempts following media
reporting of celebrity suicides, it has usually not been
known whether individuals who engaged in suicidal be-
havior following the media event had actually been ex-
posed to it.8,15,21 The present study has addressed this issue
through a direct interview with suicide attempters identi-
fied after the initiation of the media reporting.

A very high proportion (89.2%) of suicide attempters
in this study had been exposed to the media reports, and
nearly one quarter of the exposed respondents reported
an influencing effect of those reports in terms of a subse-
quent suicide attempt. The extremely high rate of expo-
sure was probably due to the very extensive and lengthy
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media coverage. The high proportion of exposed respon-
dents who indicated media influences in terms of their
subsequent suicidal behavior might be attributed to both
the huge amount of media reporting and the characteris-
tics of the reports on Mr. Nee’s suicide. These reports
were sensational, repeatedly featuring details of the sui-
cide method and glorifying the celebrity suicide victim as
a martyr, with adulation over his past career performance.
These features have been shown to contribute to media
influence on suicidal behavior.9–15

High Risk Groups for Media Influences
Media influences on suicidal behavior are thought to

be greater when there is close similarity between the me-
dia stimulus, or model, and the observer, in terms of age,
gender, nationality, and method of suicide.15 Some previ-
ous studies have reported a higher vulnerability to media
influence among younger people.11 However, in other
studies, the suicidal individuals appear to have had little
in common with the media model, yet apparently identi-
fied with him or her sufficiently to trigger suicidal behav-
ior.15 Our study found a significantly higher risk for media
influences in suicide attempters of the same sex, but not
the same age, as the celebrity suicide being reported. We
found only 1 suicide attempter who used the same method
(hanging) as the model did, probably because the high
lethality of this method would have mainly resulted in
completed suicide.

This study has identified 1 particularly important risk
factor regarding influence of exposure to suicide in the
media. The impact of the media reporting on subsequent
suicide attempts was most marked in subjects who had
made a previous suicide attempt within the year prior to
the media reports.

Limitations
Some limitations of this study need to be addressed.

Our response rate of direct interview among all identified
suicide attempters, though comparable to other studies,
was not very satisfactory. However, there was no major
difference in the distribution of age, gender, and history
of previous suicide attempts between those who were
interviewed, those who refused, and those unable to be
reached. Although major confounding factors (season,
calendar year, temperature, and humidity) were controlled
for in the analysis, the possible influence of other un-
known factors on the increase in suicide attempts after the
onset of the media reporting cannot be ruled out.

Implications for Suicide Prevention
This is one of the few studies that have investigated the

impact of media reports of celebrity suicide on suicide at-
tempts using direct interview among suicide attempters.

Findings of this study have provided more convincing
evidence of a strong association between dramatic and
extensive media reporting of a celebrity suicide and sub-
sequent suicide attempts. They support the need for more
restrained reporting of suicides. They also suggest that
particular attention, in terms of potential media influ-
ences, should be paid by clinicians to people who have
a recent history of suicide attempts. These implications
are quite likely to be relevant to suicide prevention in
all countries, but especially in those without national
suicide prevention strategies or effective nongovern-
mental organizations dealing with inappropriate media
reporting.
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