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Abstract. Background: Educating the public about suicide is an important component of suicide prevention. So far, little is known about wheth-
er common misconceptions of suicide are related to individual tabloid newspaper use. Aims: This study aimed to investigate associations of
time spent reading tabloids with endorsement of suicide myths, suicide-related knowledge, and with stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal
individuals. Method: In this cross-sectional online survey, we assessed suicide-related knowledge and stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal
individuals among 456 study participants in Austria together with their endorsement of five common suicide myths (e.g., “suicidal individuals do
not communicate their intent”). Furthermore, we assessed participants’ time spent reading tabloids. Results: Multivariate analyses controlling
for gender, age, education, and the time spent reading broadsheet newspapers and watching television indicated that participants’time spent
reading tabloids was associated with higher endorsement of suicide myths as well as with a lower level of suicide-related knowledge and a
higher level of stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals. Limitations: Due to the study’s cross-sectional design, causality concerning
these associations could not be assessed. Conclusion: The present findings confirm that readers of tabloids are an important target group for

suicide education efforts.

Accurate education of the public about suicide and suicide
prevention is essential for preventing suicide (Grandin,
Yan, Gray, Jamison, & Sachs, 2001; Niederkrotenthaler,
Reidenberg, Till, & Gould, 2014; Voracek, Tran, & Son-
neck, 2008; World Health Organization [WHO], 2014,
2017b). An important goal of educative efforts is to in-
crease suicide-related knowledge in the general popula-
tion (Dumesnil & Verger, 2009). Furthermore, education
also seeks to reduce stigmatizing attitudes toward suicid-
al individuals (Calear, Batterham, & Christensen, 2014;
Mann et al., 2005; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014). Stig-
matizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals are par-
ticularly problematic for suicide prevention, because they
tend to (a) reduce the suicidal individual’s willingness to
seek professional help in order to overcome a suicidal cri-

sis, and (b) counteract mental health literacy in the gen-
eral population (Calear et al., 2014; Niederkrotenthaler
etal.,2014).

A further specific issue in the area of suicide-related ed-
ucation efforts is the debunking of common public suicide
myths. Suicide myths are popular misconceptions about
suicide and suicidality as expressed by public attitudes
based on false or partially incorrect facts (Domino, 1990).
Suicide myths comprise a wide scope of misconceptions
including, for example, labeling suicidal individuals as
selfish or vengeful, which distort the public perception of
suicidal behaviors (Joiner, 2010, 2011). They also include
more complex ideas or explanatory heuristics about su-
icides such as “suicidal individuals do not communicate
their intent” or “suicidal individuals do not want any help”



(Domino, 1990; Neuringer, 1988; Niederkrotenthaler
et al., 2010; Samaritans, 2008; Schurtz, Cerel, & Rodg-
ers, 2010; Sonneck, Kapusta, Tomandl, & Voracek, 2016).
Many of these myths hamper education efforts for suicide
prevention (Katz-Sheiban & Eshet, 2008). Specifically, they
might inhibit help-seeking behaviors, increase stigmatiza-
tion of suicidal individuals, and ultimately lower the odds of
mental health experts and families to accurately assess sui-
cide risk (Joiner, 2010, 2011; Schurtz et al., 2010).

The media are a powerful resource in educating and in-
forming the public about mental health issues, including
suicide (Beautrais, Horwood, & Fergusson, 2004; Scherr,
2016). Tabloid newspapers may be particularly relevant for
suicide-related education. Tabloids are defined as news-
papers created for a mass market that tend to focus more
on soft news than on hard news (i.e., personal narratives
about individuals, predominance of visual images and
sensational reporting over systematic analysis and ration-
al description, use of dramatic storytelling techniques; see
Bird, 2000; Reinemann, Stanyer, Scherr, Legnante, 2012).
By contrast, broadsheets newspapers - their counterparts -
are generally considered to be more serious and less sensa-
tionalist (Johansson, 2007). Tabloid newspapers generally
tend to have high circulation in newspaper markets in most
European countries (Johansson, 2007) and higher shares of
individuals with lower levels of income, lower educational
attainment, and lower social status among their readership
than broadsheet newspapers (Williams, 2010). Important-
ly, these sociodemographic groups are at comparatively
higher risk for suicide (Rehkopf & Buka, 2006). Tabloid
newspapers in German-speaking countries are particularly
known for their negativity (Engesser et al., 2014) and sen-
sationalist portrayal of death (Hanusch, 2013), and they
tend more than other media not to follow media guidelines
on suicide reporting (Schiitte, 2008). Thus, news articles in
tabloids may contain more common misconceptions about
suicide than broadsheet newspapers and may contribute
more strongly to the endorsement of inaccuracies and su-
icide myths in society. A study in Austria has shown that
newspaper reports that spread suicide myths such as “indi-
viduals who talk about suicide won’t do it” or “suicidal indi-
viduals do not communicate their intent” were associated
with subsequent increases in suicides in the area where a
large proportion of the population was exposed to the mes-
sage (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010).

In spite of their potentially relevant role in the main-
tenance and spreading of suicide-related knowledge, but
also of suicide myths and stigma, there is little research
available that has actually tested whether these education
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domains vary with time spent reading tabloids. The pres-
ent study aimed to investigate how the accuracy in percep-
tion of suicidality is associated with tabloid newspaper use.
We hypothesized that the more time spent by individuals
reading tabloids, the greater their endorsement of suicide
myths, the lower their suicide-related knowledge, and the
greater their level of stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal
individuals.

Method

Participants

We conducted a German-language online survey between
February 20 and April 6, 2016. We recruited 671 partic-
ipants with announcements of the study posted in social
media outlets and with posters at various public venues
(e.g., community centers).

Ethics Statement

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the
ethics review board of the Medical University of Vienna
and the Vienna General Hospital AKH (study protocol
1969/2015).

Measures

Time Spent Reading Tabloid and Broadsheet
Newspapers

We provided a list of the nine largest Austrian nationwide
newspapers and asked participants to indicate for each
newspaper on how many days per week they read an issue
of the respective newspaper on an 8-point scale ranging
from O to 7. This scale has been used in previous studies
investigating the role of mass media in suicidal behavior
(Arendt, Till, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2016; Niederkroten-
thaler, Arendt, & Till, 2015). In addition, based on the au-
thors’ assessment of the newspapers and in line with our
definition of tabloid and broadsheet newspapers, we di-
vided the nine listed newspapers into tabloids (n = 4; Kro-
nen Zeitung, Osterreich, Heute, Kleine Zeitung) and broad-
sheets (n = 5; Kurier, Die Presse, Der Standard, Salzburger
Nachrichten, Vorarlberger Nachrichten). We then calculated
a mean score across all four tabloids to estimate partici-

1 Kleine Zeitung is not commonly considered a tabloid newspaper in Austria. The portrayal of suicide featured in this newspaper, however, has
clear similarities to the other three newspapers categorized as tabloid newspapers in the present study.
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pants’ time spent reading tabloids (score range: 0-7), and
we calculated a mean score across all five broadsheets to
estimate participants’ time spent reading broadsheets
(score range: 0-7).

Endorsement of Suicide Myths

We compiled a collection of five common misconceptions
about suicide adopted from previous studies on suicide
myths (e.g., Domino, 1990; Neuringer, 1988; Niederk-
rotenthaler et al.,, 2010; Seibokaite & Genutyte, 2015;
Schurtz et al., 2010; Sonneck et al., 2016). For each of the
five myths about suicide, we created one item: (a) Suicidal
individuals do not communicate their intent; (b) a person
who threatens with suicide just wants to get attention; (c)
individuals facing death will not die by suicide; (d) suicidal
individuals do not want any help; and (e) only those who
seriously attempted suicide will continue to be suicidal
after the attempt. We asked the participants to indicate
whether the respective statement was true (= 1) or false
(= 0). The correct answer for all statements was false. All
items on this scale were analyzed individually.

Suicide-Related Knowledge

The Revised Facts on Suicide Quiz (Voracek et al., 2008)
is a self-report measure with a total of 34 items. For 19
items (e.g., “A person who has made a past suicide attempt
is more likely to attempt suicide again than someone who
has never attempted”) the answers were true, false, or don’t
know, while for 15 items a multiple-choice response for-
mat with three response alternatives was adopted (.e.,
“The risk of death by suicide for a person who has attempt-
ed suicide in the past is lower than/similar to/higher than
that for someone who has never attempted”). Respondents
received one point for each correct answer and the ratio of
correct to incorrect answers across all 34 items was then
calculated for each participant. Hence, a score of O is in-
dicative of solely wrong answers, whereas a score of 1 indi-
cates solely correct answers to the 34 questions.

Stigmatizing Attitudes Toward Suicidal Individuals
The Stigma Subscale of the Short Stigma of Suicide Scale
(Batterham, Calear, & Christensen, 2012) consists of eight
adjectives such as cowardly or shallow on a scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For each par-
ticipant, mean scores across all items of this scale were cal-
culated (score range: 1-5). Higher scores represent higher
stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals.

Time Spent Watching Television

We asked participants to report the average number of
hours they spend on watching television per day in a typ-
ical week (including weekend) using an open-ended ques-
tion. Similar items have been used in previous studies (Till,

Truong, Mar, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2016; Truong, 2011)
to measure the average amount of television use.

Data Analysis

Five hierarchical binary logistic regression analyses using
the entry method were employed to predict endorsement
of suicide myths by the time spent reading tabloids. Con-
sistent with previous studies (e.g., Till et al., 2016), the
answers to the five individual questions on endorsement
of suicide myths were used as dependent variables. Fur-
thermore, in two hierarchical multiple regression analy-
ses using the entry method, we predicted suicide-related
knowledge and stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal in-
dividuals through the time spent reading tabloids. All of
the analyses were controlled for participants’ gender, age,
education, as well as the time spent reading broadsheets
and watching television.

Results

Demographic Characteristics of the
Sample

A total of 456 participants currently living in Austria, in-
cluding 351 females (77%) and 105 males (23%), with a
mean age of 29.5 years (SD = 12.5), completed the entire
survey and were included in the study. In terms of highest
completed education, 1.8% (n = 8) of the participants had
compulsory education (i.e., legally required minimum edu-
cationin Austria), 4.4% (n = 20) completed apprenticeship
training, 6.1% (n = 28) completed intermediate technical
and vocational school, 61.0% (n = 278) were secondary/
high school graduates, and 26.8% (n = 122) completed
college or university. Hence, in our sample, females, young
individuals, and individuals with an education level above
high school graduation were overrepresented compared
with the general population (Statistik Austria, 2011). Ze-
ro-order correlations between suicide-related knowledge,
stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals, the time
spent reading tabloids, and all covariates are made availa-
ble as a supplementary file (see table in Electronic Supple-
mentary Material 1).

Endorsement of Suicide Myths

In total, 50% of the participants (n = 228) incorrectly an-
swered at least one of the five questions related to endorse-



ment of suicide myths. Particularly the myth that suicidal
individuals do not communicate their intent was common-
ly endorsed by participants, with 32.2% of the respond-
ents (n = 147) endorsing this myth. All of the descriptive
statistics of endorsement of suicide myths as well as the
time spent reading tabloids stratified for endorsement of
suicide myths are depicted in Table 1.

As shown in Table 2, binary logistic regression analyses
revealed that the time spent reading tabloids predicted all
items on endorsement of suicide myths. The higher the
participants’ time spent reading tabloids, the higher the
probability of endorsing one or more of the following five
suicide myths: (a) Suicidal individuals do not communi-
cate their intent; (b) a person who threatens with suicide
just wants to get attention; (c) individuals facing death will
not die by suicide; (d) suicidal individuals do not want any
help; and (e) only those who seriously attempted suicide
will continue to be suicidal after the attempt. All associa-
tions were found to be robust, independent of individual
differences in gender, age, education, and the time spent
reading broadsheets and watching television, which were
controlled for in the analyses. Regarding covariates, low-
er education (i.e., low levels in terms of highest completed
education) and older age consistently predicted the en-
dorsement of suicide myths as well.

Suicide-Related Knowledge and
Stigmatizing Attitudes Toward
Suicidal Individuals

The descriptive statistics for suicide-related knowledge,
stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals, and the
time spent reading tabloids are depicted in Table 3. Mul-
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tivariate linear regression analyses revealed that the time
spent reading tabloids predicted lower suicide-related
knowledge and stronger stigmatizing attitudes toward
suicidal individuals (see Table 4). Of note, lower levels in
terms of highest completed education were predictive of
lower suicide-related knowledge and stronger stigmatizing
attitudes toward suicidal individuals. Furthermore, older
age was associated with lower suicide-related knowledge.

Discussion

This study shows that the time spent reading tabloids rais-
es the odds of endorsing suicide myths, and is associat-
ed with low suicide-related knowledge and high levels of
stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals. These
findings even hold true when controlling for gender, age,
education, and the time spent reading broadsheets and
watching television. The use of tabloid newspapers for
daily information appears to be an independent factor in
the endorsement of misconceptions about suicide. These
findings are consistent with earlier findings that tabloid
newspapers in German-speaking countries are particular-
ly known for their negativity (Engesser et al., 2014) and
sensationalist portrayal of death (Hanusch, 2013). Fur-
ther, they tend more than other media not to follow media
guidelines on suicide reporting (Schiitte, 2008).

A possible explanation of these findings is provided by
cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 2002; Morgan & Shan-
ahan, 2010). This theory suggests that people’s beliefs
and assumptions about the world are adapted over time by
constantly recurring images portrayed in the mass media.
For example, previous studies have shown that heavy tele-
vision viewing or preference for certain television genres

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of endorsement of suicide myths and the time spent reading tabloids stratified for endorsement of suicide myths

Suicide myth Endorsement of N % Time spent reading tabloids M (SD)
suicide myth (score range: 0-7)
No communication of intent No 309 67.8 0.42(0.67)
Yes 147 32.2 0.68(0.82)
Just wants to get attention No 351 77.0 0.44(0.67)
Yes 105 23.0 0.73(0.88)
Individuals facing death will not die by suicide No 419 91.9 0.47 (0.70)
Yes 37 8.1 0.93(0.89)
Suicidal individuals do not want any help No 407 89.3 0.46 (0.69)
Yes 49 10.7 0.91(0.94)
Only serious suicide attempters are suicidal No 385 84.4 0.45 (0.69)
Yes 71 15.6 0.82(0.85)

Note. Values are absolute (N) and relative (%) frequencies of participants answering the five items on endorsement of suicide myths correctly or incor-
rectly as well as their means and standard deviations (SD in parentheses) in terms of the time spent reading tabloids.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics for suicide-related knowledge, stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals, time spent reading tabloids, time
spent reading broadsheets, and time spent watching television among study participants

Study variables a 1% SD Min. Max. Range
Suicide-related knowledge .62 0.50 0.12 0.09 0.79 0-1
Stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals .87 1.81 0.69 1.00 4.25 1-5
Time spent reading tabloids - 0.51 0.73 0.00 3.50 0-7
Time spent reading broadsheets - 0.70 0.76 0.00 3.80 0-7
Time spent watching television - 2.81 2.78 0.00 15.00 0-24

Note. Values are means (M), standard deviations (SD), lower-bound (Cronbach’s a) sample reliabilities, and score ranges (range) as well as lowest (min.)
and highest (max.) value of the variables.

Table 4. Results of hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses to predict suicide-related knowledge and stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal
individuals

Suicide-related knowledge Stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals

B SE R? F B SE R? F
Step 1 104 11.657""® .005 1.50°
Gender® .02 .04 -.03 .05
Age -20"" .05 -.05 05
Education 18" .05 -0 .05
Time spent reading broadsheets .08 .05 .04 .05
Time spent watching television -.02 .04 .03 .05
Covariates as a block
Step 2 137 13.0177¢ 014 2.10°
Time spent reading tabloids -.19™" .05 a1 .05
Change from Step 1 to Step 2
OR?, AF 034 18.0177 0171 5.03™

Note. Values are standardized regression coefficients () and standard errors of the beta coefficients (SE). Due to standardization, regression coefficients
b and B are identical. Also reported are adjusted R” and F values for each step of the model along with changes in R?and F values (AR?, AF) from Step 1to

Step 2.

"5 <.05. " p<.01.""p <.001 (two-tailed).
“Reference group: Female.

°df, = 5,df, = 449.

“df, = 6,df, = 448.

Yof, = 1,df, = 448.

create a bias that not only affects frequency estimates of
real-world events (Shrum & O’Guinn, 1993), but can also
influence core societal norms and generate myths and mis-
conceptions (Till et al., 2016; Truong, 2011). Similar culti-
vation effects have also been shown for tabloid newspapers
(Arendt, 2012; McKay-Semmler, Semmler, & Kim, 2014).
The association of the endorsement of suicide myths with
the time spent reading tabloids observed in the present
study may thus be based on sensationalism and low ac-
curacy in the portrayal of suicide and other health-related
topics typically found in tabloid newspapers aimed at a
mass market (Hanusch, 2013; Schiitte, 2008). Previous
studies have shown that newspaper reports on suicide in
Austria tend not to portray suicide in accordance with epi-
demiological realities of suicide (Niederkrotenthaler et al.,

2009), which may be particularly true for tabloid newspa-
pers (Schiitte, 2008).

There has been debate among scholars about whether
or not health-related myths should be debunked by explic-
itly addressing them with myth-busting reports (Cameron
et al., 2013; Schurtz et al., 2010). The problem involved
with debunking myths is that this endeavor involves, to
some extent, the repetition of the myth in order to debunk
it, which might result in unintended backfire effects, when
people remember the wrong instead of the correct facts.
Indeed, research has shown that the public recalls myths
more than facts, including myths about suicide, calling
into question the common practice used in many public
information campaigns (Begg, Anas, & Farinacci, 1992;
Schwarz, Sanna, Skurnik, & Yoon, 2007; Skurnik, Yoon,
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Park, & Schwarz, 2005; Stout, Rodgers, & Guard, 2008).
One viable option for suicide prevention could be inspired
by the recently published “Let’s Talk” campaign to reduce
the stigma associated with depression (see WHO, 2017a).
Importantly, given our finding that participants endorsed
the myth that suicidal individuals do not communicate
their intent, a campaign addressing this myth would be
worth considering for suicide prevention. On the basis of
our findings, one could conclude that a campaign similar
to “Let’s Talk” to reduce the stigmatization of depression
could help prevent suicides especially if the campaign plan
focuses on tabloid newspapers as a main media delivery
source for the campaign.

Generally, participants of the present study were rel-
atively knowledgeable about suicide myths as indicated
by the finding that 50% of the study sample answered all
items on endorsement of suicide myths correctly. This
is consistent with previous studies suggesting that mis-
conceptions about suicide are not endorsed as frequent-
ly as sometimes suggested by concerned suicide experts
(Domino, 1990; Katz-Sheiban & Eshet, 2008; Schurtz
et al., 2010). Domino (1990) investigated the prevalence
of 20 common misconceptions of suicide in a represent-
ative sample of 643 adults in the United States and found
that the median percentage of endorsement of the suicide
myths was 25%, and for only four myths were the percent-
ages of endorsement greater than 50%.

Participants of the present study also had fewer stigma-
tizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals than did partic-
ipants of previous studies (see Batterham et al., 2013), and
suicide-related knowledge was comparable to the level of
knowledge in medical and psychology undergraduate stu-
dents (see Voracek et al., 2008). The relatively high level of
suicide literacy found in the present study could be attrib-
uted to the large number of high school and college grad-
uates in the sample. However, since these demographics
basically mirror the readership of today’s newspapers well,
our findings are of even greater relevance.

Implications

Our findings suggest that use of tabloid newspapers is
linked to the endorsement of common suicide myths,
stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals, and
low suicide-related knowledge. Therefore, campaigns
especially in tabloid newspapers as well as close collabo-
rations between suicide experts and tabloid newspapers
would be particularly relevant for suicide prevention.
Awareness campaigns and responsible suicide reporting
in tabloids would indeed reach an audience with lower su-
icide literacy, and campaigns in these outlets would have
a great potential to debunk common misconceptions and

stereotypes about suicide. In fact, it has been shown that
newspaper reports explicitly debunking widely shared su-
icide myths can increase knowledge about suicide, which
in turn positively influences intentions to provide help to
suicidal individuals (Arendt, Scherr, Niederkrotenthaler,
Krallmann, & Till, 2017).

Limitations

The present study has some limitations. First, a cross-
sectional survey was used to assess associations of the
time spent reading tabloids with endorsement of suicide
myths, suicide-related knowledge, and stigmatizing atti-
tudes toward suicidal individuals. Based on this design,
the causality of these associations cannot be assessed.
Longitudinal studies may help to get further insight into
the cultivating effects of tabloid newspaper use on the pub-
lic perception of suicidality. Second, the classification of a
statement on suicide as suicide myth may sometimes be
more a matter of perspective than of fact. For example, the
belief that “suicidal individuals do not communicate their
intent” is considered a myth, although suicidal intent is
not clearly communicated in all cases of suicidal ideation
or even suicide. Furthermore, our sample was not repre-
sentative of the general population in Austria. While the
participants’ time spent watching television correspond-
ed to the average television viewing time in Austria, (i.e.,
2 hr per day), females, young individuals, and individu-
als with an education level above high school graduation
were overrepresented (Statistik Austria, 2011, 2013).
The sample contained a high proportion of university stu-
dents. However, these demographics mirror the typical
newspaper readership relatively accurately, and therefore
our participants also spent considerably more time read-
ing newspapers compared with the general population in
Austria (Statistik Austria, 2013). Another limitation of the
study may be the fact that the participants’ use of the Inter-
net and social media was not assessed. Online media use
might influence the identified associations. Importantly,
the findings of the present study cannot be generalized to
different cultures because of cultural differences in media
use patterns (see Mooij, 2014; Nielsen, 2014; Vereecken,
Todd, Roberts, Mulvihill, & Maes, 2005). The media land-
scape in Austria is considered to be similar to other coun-
tries in Central Europe, such as Germany and Switzerland
(Hasebrink, 2017), but different from other world regions.
Studies aiming to replicate the present findings in other
world regions are therefore warranted. Finally, the reliabil-
ity of the scale measuring suicide-related knowledge was
relatively low, which is a known psychometric limitation of
the administered instrument and may derive from the het-



erogeneity of items in terms of content and scope (Voracek
etal., 2008).

Conclusion

Our study shows that the time spent reading tabloids is a
significant predictor of low levels of suicide education (i.e.,
endorsement of common suicide myths, stigmatizing atti-
tudes toward suicidal individuals, and low suicide-related
knowledge). Reliance on tabloids as the main source of in-
formation may be problematic in developing or strength-
ening misconceptions about suicide, but collaboration
with tabloids in media campaigns offers the chance to
reach an important target population that might benefit
from accurate portrayals of suicide and suicide prevention.

Electronic Supplementary Material

The electronic supplementary material is available
with the online version of the article at https://doi.org/
10.1027/0227-5910/a000516

ESM 1. Table

Pearson correlations between suicide-related knowledge,
stigmatizing attitudes toward suicidal individuals, the time
spent reading tabloids, and all covariates
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