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Abstract. Background: Little is known about the impact of educative media reports on the intention to provide help to suicidal individuals and
on suicide-related knowledge. Aims: To test whether material debunking widely shared myths influences knowledge and the intention to provide
adequate help to others, and if such information reduces reading enjoyment. Method: A randomized controlled trial was utilized. Participants
allocated to the intervention group were exposed to awareness material explicitly addressing suicide myths. Results: Analyses show that ex-
posure to printed awareness material increased knowledge, which in turn positively influenced intentions to provide help. The inclusion of
information regarding suicide myths did not reduce reading enjoyment. Limitations: The awareness material used in this study only addressed
two suicide myths that were considered to be especially important. Conclusion: Information debunking suicide myths in suicide-related media

reports is therefore both feasible and potentially helpful.

Despite suicide being preventable, worldwide, over
800,000 people die from suicide each year (World Health
Organization [WHO], 2014). Of special interest to the
present study, suicide can have devastating and far-reach-
ing effects on families, friends, and communities (WHO,
2014). From a public health standpoint, the mass media
are considered a key factor for suicide prevention (Mann et
al.,, 2005; Niederkrotenthaler, Reidenberg, Till, & Gould,
2014; WHO, 2008). Importantly, the role of the media in
suicide prevention can be considered a double-edged sword
(Arendt, Till, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2016; Scherr, 2016):
On the one hand, suicide reporting can be a risk factor for
imitative suicides. Particularly sensationalist news report-
ing on suicide is associated with subsequent increases in
suicides in the population, also known as the Werther effect
(Philipps, 1974; Stack, 2005). On the other hand, responsi-
ble reporting emphasizing alternatives to suicide and pro-
viding examples of individuals who successfully overcame
their suicidal crises can increase awareness and educate
the public about suicidality; this may potentially decrease
suicidal behavior among audiences, which is known as the
Papageno effect (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010).

The media may not only have direct effects on suicidal
individuals themselves, but also indirect effects on peo-
ple in their social environment. Importantly, these people
have the ability to provide help (Sonneck, Kapusta, Toman-
dl, & Voracek, 2012). Unfortunately, widely shared suicide
myths might hinder helping.

People often feel unconfident when others overtly express
suicidal thoughts and they do not know how to react ade-
quately (Aldrich, 2015; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). Uncer-
tainty may exist around whether it is beneficial to talk about
suicidal thoughts or if talking about suicide may encourage
others to act out their suicidality. Some may feel there is no
need to address this topic because they think people who
talk about suicide will not actually do it. These uncertainties
are reflected in widely shared suicide myths, that is, beliefs
that “individuals who talk about suicide will not actually do
it” and “talking about suicide encourages suicidal behavior”
(Sonneck et al., 2012, pp. 256-257).

In the present paper, we tested the effects of printed
suicide-awareness material on suicide-related knowledge
and on the behavioral intention to provide adequate help
to others. We assumed that media reporting can positive-
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ly contribute to suicide prevention by debunking widely
shared suicide myths. We assumed that awareness-inter-
vention material that explicitly addresses suicide myths
may increase suicide-related knowledge that, in turn, will
have an effect on the behavioral intention to provide ade-
quate help to others.

Suicide Myths

Suicide myths can be defined as widely shared misconcep-
tions about suicide that are based on false facts (Domino,
1990; Katz-Sheiban & Eshet, 2008). These myths include
common misconceptions such as “talking about suicide
encourages suicide” (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010;
Schurtz, Cerel, & Rodgers, 2010; Sonneck et al., 2012)
or “a person who threatens suicide will not carry out the
threat” (Domino, 1990). Other examples of suicide myths
are “suicide happens without warning” (Neuringer, 1988),
“suicidal people clearly want to die” (Domino, 1990), and
“once suicidal, suicidal forever” (Domino, 1990; Niederk-
rotenthaler et al., 2010).

The dissemination of suicide myths is considered a tre-
mendous public health problem: Suicide myths result in
distorted knowledge on suicide, which can contribute to a
stigmatization of suicidal individuals (Joiner, 2010; Nied-
erkrotenthaler et al., 2014). In addition, suicide myths can
inhibit help-seeking behavior among suicidal individuals
as well as adequate reactions from families, friends, and
colleagues in terms of providing help (Schurtz et al., 2010).
Furthermore, one recent study showed that newspaper re-
ports that disseminate suicide myths increase the risk of
imitational suicides in the population, which was not the
case for suicide reports debunking these myths (Niederk-
rotenthaler et al., 2010). Thus, educating the public about
suicide is considered an essential component of suicide
prevention (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014). According-
ly, debunking suicide myths is recommended in media
guidelines on how to report about suicide (WHO, 2008).
Responsible media reports may serve as an effective tool
in debunking suicide myths by educating the public on su-
icide and providing accurate facts and expert knowledge.
Although there is already research testing the effects of
awareness materials (see Dumesnil & Verger, 2009, for
a review), the effectiveness of educating nonsuicidal in-
dividuals about suicide myths via newspaper reports has
never been tested in previous studies.

Myths Targeted in the Present Study

The present study focused on two widely shared, suicide

myths:

1. “Those who talk about suicide will not actually do it”
Individuals who communicate suicidal thoughts to oth-
ers should be taken seriously. In fact, suicide experts
emphasize that a great majority of those who die by sui-
cide have given some clue or warning (Goodwin, 2003;
Kuo, Gallo, & Tien, 2001; Mandrusiak et al., 2006;
Rudd et al., 2006; Schurtz et al., 2010; Sonneck et al.,
2012). This myth is assumed to cause others to misun-
derstand or misinterpret the situation. They may not
see a need for action even if the suicidal crisis is severe
(Sonneck et al., 2012).

2. “Talking about suicide encourages suicidal behavior”
Talking with a suicidal individual is one important way
to contribute to suicide prevention as this can result
in relief and may be an indispensable action toward
treatment. Unfortunately, many people believe that
they trigger suicide plans when they talk about suicidal
thoughts with the suicidal individual (Domino, 1990).
Conversely, bringing up the subject of suicide and talk-
ing about it openly is a very helpful method “others” can
employ (Gould et al., 2005; Sonneck et al., 2012).

Hypotheses of the Present Study

We assumed that media reporting can effectively debunk
widely shared suicide myths. Thus, explicitly mentioning
the facts noted in the previous section in news coverage
may elicit beneficial effects on readers’ knowledge and
behavior. In fact, we predicted that exposure to aware-
ness-intervention material explicitly addressing suicide
myths will increase suicide-related knowledge (Hypothe-
sis 1). This, in turn, increases the intention to provide ad-
equate help to others (Hypothesis 2). The latter implicates
a mediator model in which awareness-material exposure
increases behavioral intentions through its influence on
suicide-related knowledge.

Method

This was a Web-based randomized controlled trial. Par-
ticipants were randomly allocated to one of three groups.
Participants allocated to the intervention group were ex-
posed to awareness material explicitly addressing suicide
myths. After reading, we administered a questionnaire
assessing suicide-related knowledge and the intention to
provide help to suicidal individuals. In addition, we used
two control groups: Whereas participants allocated to the
first control group did not read an article at all, participants
allocated to the second control group read a newspaper ar-
ticle about a protagonist who had coped with his suicidal



crisis by contacting a crisis-intervention center. This was
the same article as was used in the intervention group, but
it did not explicitly address suicide myths.

Participants

Participants were enrolled through social networking sites
using convenience sampling techniques. A total of 273 in-
dividuals participated and the majority were female (74 %).
The participants ranged in age from 18 to 69 years (M =
26.93, SD = 10.08). About half of the sample had a high
school diploma (52%) and approximately one third had a
university degree (37 %). Almost all participants were Ger-
man citizens (97%).

Experimental Manipulation

Participants allocated to the suicide-unrelated control
group (n = 99) did not read awareness-intervention mate-
rial or any other media content. They simply filled out the
questionnaire. Participants allocated to the suicide-related
control group (n = 87) read a newspaper article featuring a
protagonist who had coped with his suicidal crisis by con-
tacting a crisis-intervention center. We used this addition-
al suicide-related control group because simply reading a
suicide report might influence the outcomes of the pres-
ent study. Using an experimental design with two control
groups, we have a confident baseline with which we can
compare the intervention group. The stimulus material
presented to the suicide-related control group was adapt-
ed from a previous study (Arendt et al., 2016). The article
described a protagonist who experienced a severe suicidal
crisis. He prepared for his suicide, but only seconds prior to
his planned suicide, he reconsidered his plans and decided
to call the telephone emergency line. The article finished
by emphasizing how the protagonist was glad about his de-
cision to seek help and not to have died by suicide.
Participants allocated to the intervention group (n = 87)
read the same article, but two paragraphs were added.
The first short paragraph, located in the middle of the ar-
ticle, emphasized how the protagonist was not an isolated
case. Conversely, it stated that academic research clearly
showed that “most people who attempt suicide tell others
about their plan.” By doing so, “they give others the chance
to help them.” The second paragraph, located at the end of
the article, noted that “many people shy away from talk-
ing to suicidal persons” due to the fear that they could po-
tentially do something wrong. However, “experts advise”
that “if someone has the impression that a person might be
thinking about suicide, then one should address this clear-
ly and talk about the suicidal thoughts of this person.” This
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would be “helpful for most people,” because, when being
overtly asked, “they have the ability to speak about their
sorrows and fears with others.” The two paragraphs pro-
viding additional information thus explicitly emphasized
that (a) most people told others about their suicide plans
before they attempted suicide and that (b) others should
directly address these suicidal thoughts (i.e., talk to them
about their suicidal thoughts).

Measures

Suicide-Related Knowledge

Participants were presented with statements and were
asked to indicate whether they believed that they were
true or false. Ten statements targeted suicide-related
knowledge with presumed helpful consequences (e.g.,
“People often tell others about their suicide plans before
they attempt suicide,” “In most cases, suicide happens
without warning signs,” “It is better to speak with individ-
uals who talk about suicide about their suicidal thoughts,”
and “When one talks to suicidal individuals about suicide,
then one prompts them to do it”). We coded whether par-
ticipants correctly (coded as 1) or incorrectly (coded as 0)
rated each of the statements as true or false. The measure
is expressed as the relative frequency of giving accurate
answers (M = 0.80,SD = 0.16).

Intention to Provide Adequate Help to
Suicidal Individuals

We used a vignette to measure behavioral intentions.
Therefore, we presented a hypothetical situation for par-
ticipants to evaluate. In a first step, participants were asked
to imagine the following situation:

You meet a distant acquaintance who you know from the past.
You talk a bit. You talk about the past and the weather. You
make small talk. Suddenly, he starts to talk about his life. He
tells you that he has serious problems. He is in a difficult finan-
cial situation and his mother died recently. He feels extremely
lonely, helpless, and hopeless. He tells you that he thinks no
one cares about him. Alcohol only helps for a short period of
time; by the next day, everything else remains the same. Sud-
denly he uses the word suicide - he uses the word, but does not
mention anything concrete.

Afterwards, we assessed how participants would react in
this hypothetical situation. We presented a series of differ-
ent statements describing a variety of behavioral options
(e.g., “I quickly say goodbye and leave,” “I ask him wheth-
er he thinks about suicide,” “I encourage him to seek help
at a telephone counseling service or with a psychologist,”
“I ask him whether he wants to order another round, which
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would enable me to spend additional time with him”). Par-
ticipants were asked to estimate their likelihood of react-
ing in the way described for each of the behavioral options
on a 7-point scale ranging from very unlikely (coded as 1)
to very likely (coded as 7). Items describing unhelpful be-
havior were coded in reverse, with higher scores being in-
dicative of more helpful intentions (M = 5.26, SD = 0.84,
a=0.81).

Enjoyment

For the explorative analysis, we measured whether par-
ticipants enjoyed reading the article. As only two groups
read an article, this variable was only measured for the su-
icide-related control group and the intervention group. We
used two items (“The text was interesting” and “I found
the text to be exciting”) to assess enjoyment. Participants
rated each item on a 7-point scale ranging from I totally
disagree (coded as 1) to I totally agree (coded as 7). Partic-
ipants somewhat enjoyed reading the article (M = 4.79,
SD=1.24,0=0.72).

Perceived Knowledge Gain

We also measured whether participants subjectively be-
lieved that they had learned something based on their
reading. We used two items (“I have the feeling that I
learned something through reading” and “The text has re-
sulted in me having a better understanding of the issue”)
to assess perceived knowledge gain. Participants rated
each item on a 7-point scale ranging from I totally disa-
gree (coded as 1) to I totally agree (coded as 7). Perceived
knowledge gains were on a moderate level (M = 3.68,
SD=1.43,a=0.77).

Suicide-Related
Knowledge

Experimental Group

Figure 1. Effects of reading awareness-intervention material on su-
icide-related knowledge. Error bars indicate confidence intervals
(95%). Control 1 = suicide-unrelated control group. Control 2 = sui-
cide-related control group. Intervention = treatment group exposed to
awareness material explicitly addressing suicide myths.

Data Analysis

To test Hypothesis 1, we used analysis of variance (ANO-
VA) and simple bivariate ¢ tests, and for Hypothesis 2, we
relied on mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013). In a first step,
we dummy-coded the experimental group variable. Each
dummy represents the effect of an article group (Dummy
1 = effect of suicide article without explicitly addressing
suicide myths; Dummy 2 = effect of awareness-interven-
tion material explicitly highlighting suicide myths; refer-
ence = suicide-unrelated control group). We specified the
following mediator model: First, we predicted suicide-re-
lated knowledge by both dummies. Second, we predicted
behavioral intentions simultaneously by both dummies
and suicide-related knowledge. We present unstandard-
ized coeflicients from ordinary least squares regressions.
Indirect effects were tested and 95% confidence intervals
(CIs) based on 10,000 bootstrapped samples are provided.

Results

Hypothesis 1 predicted that awareness-intervention ma-
terial explicitly addressing suicide myths increases sui-
cide-related knowledge. To test this hypothesis, we used
a one-way ANOVA. We found that the experimental ma-
nipulation elicited a significant impact on suicide-related
knowledge, F(2,263) = 9.41, p <.001,1%=.07. As shown
in Figure 1, this main effect was largely driven by the in-
tervention group. Accordingly, the intervention group
(M= 0.86,SD = 0.16) showed a significantly higher level
of suicide-related knowledge compared with the suicide-
unspecific control group (M = 0.76, SD = 0.17), £(182) =
3.99,p <.001, d = 0.61, and the suicide-specific control
group (M = 0.78, SD = 0.15), £(166) = 3.44, p = .001,
d = 0.52. There were no differences between the two con-
trol groups, #(178) = 0.57, p =.570, d = 0.12. This sup-
ports Hypothesis 1: The reading of awareness material ex-
plicitly addressing suicide myths elicited a beneficial effect
on suicide-related knowledge.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that reading awareness-inter-
vention material debunking suicide myths also has effects
on the behavioral intention to provide adequate help to
suicidal individuals through its impact on suicide-related
knowledge. We used mediation analysis to test this hy-
pothesis (see Figure 2). The total effect of Dummy 2 (.e.,
effect of the intervention group) on behavioral intentions
was significant, Coeff = 0.25, SE = 0.12,p = .04, 95%
CI=0.01-0.50, indicating that reading awareness materi-
al explicitly addressing suicide myths elicited a beneficial
effect on the behavioral intention to provide adequate help
to suicidal individuals.
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Figure 2. Mediation analysis: Effects of reading
awareness material highlighting suicide myths
on behavioral intentions through its effect on su-

icide-related knowledge. The figure only shows
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We also found supporting evidence for a mediation
process: Exposure to the awareness material explicitly ad-
dressing suicide myths significantly increased suicide-re-
lated knowledge, Coeff = 0.10, SE = 0.02, p <.001,95%
CI = 0.05-0.14, which in turn influenced behavioral in-
tentions, Coeff=1.34,SE=0.31,p<.01,95% CI= 0.72-
1.96]. As expected, there was a significant indirect effect
of Dummy 2 on behavioral intentions through suicide-
related knowledge, Coeff= 0.13, Boot SE=0.05,95% CI=
0.05-0.25. Yet, the direct effect of Dummy 2 on behavio-
ral intentions was not significant, Coeff= 0.13,SE = 0.12,
p=.31,95% CI=-0.12-0.37, indicating that the effect of
awareness-material exposure on behavioral intentions was
substantially mediated by suicide-related knowledge.

Consistent with the analysis presented earlier, media-
tion analysis showed that Dummy 1 (i.e., effect of the con-
trol group’s suicide article without explicitly addressing
suicide myths) did not have an effect on suicide-related
knowledge, Coeff = 0.01, SE = 0.02,p =.57,95% CI =
-0.03-0.06. Furthermore, Dummy 1 did not elicit a sig-
nificant total effect on behavioral intentions, Coeff= 0.16,
SE=0.13,p=.21,95% CI = -0.09-0.40, indicating that
reading suicide-awareness material that does not explicit-
ly debunk suicide myths did not influence behavioral in-
tentions.

Additional Explorative Analysis

Moreover, we explored whether the inclusion of two
myth-debunking paragraphs in a suicide-related article
decreases reading enjoyment. Importantly, awareness ma-

terial explicitly addressing suicide myths (M = 4.70, SD =
1.15) did not lead to a significantly reduced level of enjoy-
ment compared with the suicide-related control condition
(M= 4.89,8D = 1.33),£(163) = 1.00,p =.32,d = 0.15.
We also tested whether including explicit awareness in-
formation influenced perceived knowledge gain. In fact,
awareness material explicitly addressing suicide myths
(M = 3.96, SD = 1.40) increased perceived knowledge
gain compared with the suicide-related control condition
(M=3.38,SD=1.40),t(163) = 2.70,p=.008,d = 0.41.

Discussion

This study experimentally tested whether reading a su-
icide report that explicitly addresses suicide myths and
debunks them has beneficial effects on suicide-related
knowledge and the intention to provide adequate help to
others. We found that reading such suicide-awareness ma-
terial increased suicide-related knowledge, and that these
increased knowledge levels, in turn, exerted a positive ef-
fect on behavioral intentions to provide adequate help to
suicidal individuals. Suicide-awareness material aiming to
educate the public about suicide may have elicited a poten-
tially preventive effect on the audience.

Numerous suicide researchers have pointed out the det-
rimental effects on suicidal individuals of disseminating
suicide myths (e.g., Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010, 2014;
Schurtz et al., 2010). Thus, educating the public about su-
icide and debunking common misconceptions about sui-
cide are key factors for suicide prevention. An important
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implication of the present study is that journalists can ac-
tively contribute to the reduction of stigma attached to sui-
cide and the increase of knowledge about adequate help for
suicidal individuals by explicitly addressing suicide myths.
Our study demonstrated that debunking suicide myths in-
creased suicide-related knowledge among readers, which
contributed to increased intentions to provide adequate
help to individuals in suicidal crises. A suicide report about
a person overcoming a crisis that did not explicitly address
suicide myths did not elicit beneficial effects.

Importantly, including two awareness-information par-
agraphs did not decrease reading enjoyment. Thisis anim-
portant finding because journalists and media managers
may refrain from including educational information be-
cause they expect a negative effect on their readers (which
ultimately may reduce circulation and thus economic
success). Journalists may believe that explicit awareness
information will be uninteresting to their readers and that
explicitly addressing suicide myths will be perceived as
“finger-wagging” and thus may elicit negative effects (e.g.,
reactance, see Brehm & Brehm, 1981). Crucially, and
countering this speculation, including explicit awareness
information did not reduce reading enjoyment. Further-
more, readers experienced a greater gain in knowledge
when the two paragraphs debunking suicide myths were
included. Subjectively perceived knowledge-gain levels
may be related to self-confidence, which in turn will help
individuals dare to help suicidal individuals. Thus, increas-
es in perceived knowledge gain can be deemed a positive
outcome.

These findings support widely implemented media
guidelines on suicide-prevention strategies (Bohanna &
Wang, 2012; WHO, 2008). Many national and interna-
tional guidelines emphasize that the media should contrib-
ute to debunking widely shared suicide myths. The present
study shows that following this recommendation has a po-
tentially protective effect, which may help to save lives.

For many years it was felt that not reporting on suicide
was the only option to prevent imitative suicides (Hawton
& Williams, 2002). The discovery of the Papageno ef-
fect demonstrated that reports about suicidal individuals
adopting constructive coping strategies had the potential
to decrease suicide rates (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010).
The present study shows that explicitly debunking suicide
myths in a newspaper article increases the intention to
adequately help suicidal individuals via an increase in su-
icide-related knowledge. Importantly, the educative com-
ponents of such news reports appear to be relevant compo-
nents in media-related suicide-awareness strategies.

Limitations

The present study has its limitations. First, convenience
sampling techniques were used. Women, highly educated
people, and ethnic minorities were overrepresented in our
sample, limiting the generalizability of the results. Fur-
thermore, the study was conducted in Germany. It is im-
portant to note that the effects of culture and context can
be profound across the entire help-seeking pathway, from
problem identification to choice of treatment providers as
previous research has shown (Cauce et al., 2002; see also
Bruffaerts et al., 2011). There is evidence that such differ-
ences can emerge within societies as well: For example,
in one study Asians and Asian Americans report seeking
support from their close others less often compared with
European Americans (Mojaverian, Hashimoto, & Kim,
2013). Comparable evidence has been revealed in the su-
icide context (Chan & Thambu, 2016). Future research
should replicate our findings in different cultural contexts
and test whether media effects are weaker or stronger in
specific cultural contexts (e.g., in the East vs. the West).
Second, the awareness material used in this study explic-
itly addressed two suicide myths that were considered to
be especially important. Nevertheless, awareness materi-
al targeting other suicide myths may also have beneficial
effects. Future research should address them. Third, we
only measured behavioral intention instead of actual be-
havior. This is an important limitation as people may ac-
tually behave differently to their behavioral intentions.
According to the theory of planned behavior (Fishbein &
Ajzen, 2010), self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) plays a crucial
role when behavioral intentions become real behaviors
(Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005), thus those with
lower levels of self-efficacy (e.g., those with severe depres-
sion) might not feel confident enough to actually intervene
when confronted with a suicidal person. However, behav-
ioral intention is an important predictor of actual behav-
ior and is considered to be an immediate antecedent of it
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). As the measurement of actual
helping behavior in the suicide context is very difficult, the
measurement of intentions seemed to be a justifiable de-
cision. Fourth, the term myth should be used with caution.
For example, we identified the belief that “those who talk
about suicide will not actually do it” as a myth. This deci-
sion was based on the finding that a great majority of those
who die by suicide have made some announcement or giv-
en a clue or warning (Sonneck et al., 2012). However, it
has been estimated that for each adult who died of suicide
-over 800,000 people die due to suicide every year - there
may have been more than 20 others attempting suicide,
and many more who experienced suicidal ideation (WHO,
2014). Thus, although the vast majority of individuals who
talk about suicide do not die by suicide, most of those who



die by suicide provide some sort of warning or clue about
that intent. Therefore, this public myth can be considered
as part myth and part reality. From an educational per-
spective, it is of high relevance to focus on the true posi-
tives, that is, to encourage others to pay serious attention
to any suicide announcements, gestures, and communica-
tion, because this group will include the majority of those
who subsequently die by suicide.

Conclusion

The media may not only have effects on suicidal individu-
als themselves, but also on people in their social environ-
ment. The present study shows that news reporting can
positively contribute to suicide prevention by debunking
common suicide myths with awareness information. De-
bunking the beliefs that “individuals who talk about sui-
cide will not actually do it” and “talking about suicide may
encourage suicidal behavior” elicited beneficial effects on
suicide-related knowledge and the intention to provide ad-
equate help to others.

Thus, it would appear to be beneficial for suicide-
prevention experts to inform media professionals about
the positive effects of the inclusion of awareness material
in regular suicide-related news coverage. This may con-
tribute to more responsible forms of suicide reporting,
which ultimately may have preventive effects.
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