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Abstract

Existing observational research suggests that following media portrayal of a suicide, there
is an increase in imitative suicidal behaviors (e.g., Gould, 2001; Pirkis & Blood, 2001; Stack,
2005). Despite a plethora of observational research, to date, only two experimental studies have
evaluated the effects of exposure to suicide news articles (i.e., Anestis et al., 2015; Williams &
Witte, 2017). Both of these experimental studies reported findings inconsistent with
observational research, finding no evidence of an imitative effect. However, there were a number
of limitations with the previous experimental designs. As such, our goal in the current study was
to improve upon existing experimental research in order to develop a more concrete
understanding of imitative suicidal behaviors following exposure to suicide news articles. In the
current study, we evaluated the effects of exposure to a series of suicide news articles on a
variety of outcome variables including explicit measures of suicide risk (i.e., affect, suicidal
ideation, depressive symptoms, attitudes toward suicide) and a measure of implicit associations
with suicide (i.e., Death/Suicide Implicit Association Task). We also evaluated whether
individual vulnerabilities (i.e., lifetime history of suicidal ideation/attempt) moderated these
relationships. Data were collected from 420 participants. Of all outcome variables, only changes
in affect were affected by exposure to suicide news articles (i.e., positive affect decreased for the
suicide condition and negative affect decreased for those in the control condition). We also did
not find any moderation effect of individual vulnerabilities, such as lifetime suicidal ideation and
behavior. Overall, our study addresses many of the limitations of previous experimental studies
ii

and provides important information about the immediate impact of exposure to suicide news
articles on a variety of outcome variables known to be associated with increased risk for suicidal
behavior. However, the discrepancy between findings of experimental and observational studies
remains. Future research should aim to address this gap and explore additional explanations for
the differences between experimental and observational designs.
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Effects of repeated exposure to graphic suicide news articles on explicit and implicit measures of
suicide risk

Existing research suggests that following a news article on suicide, there is an increase in
imitative suicidal behaviors (e.g., Gould, 2001; Pirkis & Blood, 2001; Stack, 2005). Although
there is some debate on the veracity of the imitative effect (e.g., Cheng, Li, Silenzo, & Caine,
2014; Kessler, Downey, Milavsky, & Stipp, 1988; Stack, 1983; 1988), organizations have taken
actions to curb it. For instance, the World Health Organization and the International Association
for Suicide Prevention have developed and disseminated guidelines for best reporting practices
when covering a suicide news story (World Health Organization, 2008). Additionally, there is
some evidence that when the media adhere to the prescribed guidelines, there is a reduction in
imitative suicidal behavior (Etzersdorfer & Sonneck, 1998). However, concerns about the
veracity of the imitative effect, combined with methodological limitations of existing studies,
may contribute to the lack of adherence to the guidelines by the media (Cheng et al., 2014;
Williams & Witte, 2017). Specifically, almost all of the existing research on imitative suicidal
behaviors following a suicide news article is observational in design (Sisask & Varnik, 2012). To
our knowledge, only two studies have employed an experimental design to evaluate the effects of
a suicide news article on a variety of outcome variables (Anestis et al., 2015; Williams & Witte,
2017), both of which had findings inconsistent with the notion that exposure to suicide news
articles increases suicide risk. Although these two experiments represent important progress in
understanding the mechanisms underlying the imitative effect, they have a number of limitations.
As such, our understanding of the relationship between suicide news articles and imitative
suicidal behaviors is incomplete. In order to address the limitations of our current knowledge
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about the immediate impact of suicide news articles, the current study evaluated the effects of
exposing individuals to multiple suicide news articles, using an experimental design. Our
outcome variables included both explicit, self-report measures known to be associated with
suicide risk (e.g., suicidal ideation, depression, attitudes toward suicide), as well as an implicit
measure of associations between the self and death/suicide.
Review of research on imitative suicidal behavior following a news article on suicide
Historically, research on imitative suicidal behavior has implemented an observational
design. Previous reviews of the existing literature on imitative suicidal behavior as a result of
newspaper articles on suicide (e.g., Gould, 2001; Pirkis & Blood, 2001; Sisiak & Varnik, 2012;
Stack, 2005) generally suggest that media reporting is associated with an increase in suicide. In
addition to these reviews, recent research has attempted to use novel statistical methods to more
rigorously investigate this relationship and provide further evidence for an imitative effect (e.g.,
Gould et al., 2014; Hagihara, Abe, Omagari, Motoi, & Nabeshimia, 2014; Jang, Sung, Park, &
Jeon, 2016; John et al., 2016; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010; 2012). These studies all identified
an imitative effect in response to newspaper reporting on suicide and importantly utilized
samples from geographically diverse regions as well as a wide variety of age groups and
ethnicities. Existing research has also identified various factors that can contribute to the strength
of this association. For instance, celebrity suicides (Jang et al., 2016; Niederkrotenthaler et al.,
2012), repeated coverage of a particular suicide (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010), description of
an explicit method for suicide (Gould et al., 2013; Hagihara et al., 2014), identification with the
suicide victim including similar demographic background (Jang et al., 2016; Sisask & Varnik,
2012), use of the word suicide in a headline (Gould et al., 2014), and sensationalizing of suicide
(John et al., 2016; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010) all contribute to an increase in the likelihood
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of imitative suicides.
Despite the abundance of research pointing to an imitative effect, there is some concern
with the methodological approaches implemented in these studies. For instance, Cheng and
colleagues’ (2014) recent review draws attention to concerns regarding the standardization of
determining imitative suicidal behavior (i.e., suicide contagion). They found a wide range of
definitions of contagion. For instance, in their review they identified one definition utilized by
researchers, dubbed contagion-as-cluster, in which researchers assert that contagion occurs
among individuals within close proximity to one another. Importantly, no specific parameters are
designated for determining what level of proximity is necessary for contagion to occur. They
also identified an alternative definition of contagion in the existing literature, contagion-asmechanism, which encompasses principles such as imitation and transmission (similar to personto-person spread of a disease). The authors concluded that the differences in definitions of
contagion make it difficult to draw meaningful conclusions across studies (Cheng et al., 2014).
Furthermore, another recent review conducted by Sisask and Varnik (2012) found only a handful
of articles that reported non-existent imitative effects. All of these were published prior to 1990,
which the authors suggested may indicate a publishing bias, such that only research studies that
successfully identify an imitative effect are published. It has been suggested that future
researchers should investigate the mechanisms responsible for imitative suicides and utilize more
rigorous methods to evaluate the imitative effect (Cheng et al., 2014; Sisask & Varnik, 2012).
Previous experimental research on exposure to suicide news articles
To date, there are only two studies that have evaluated media reporting guidelines using
an experimental design (i.e., Anestis et al., 2015; Williams & Witte, 2017). Anestis and
colleagues (2015) evaluated the effects of exposure to a news article that discussed a particular
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suicide in detail, which violated some media guidelines, and compared this to reading the same
article with the guideline violations removed and an article describing a cancer-related death.
Overall, the authors demonstrated that the article describing a cancer death resulted in more
distress (e.g., negative affect) than exposure to either version of the suicide news article.
Additionally, Anestis and colleagues (2015) found no differences between experimental
conditions regarding self-reported likelihood of making a future suicide attempt, and this was
also true within the sub-sample who had a history of previous suicide attempt. Moreover,
individuals with previous suicidal ideation self-reported lower likelihood of a future suicide
attempt when exposed to the original suicide article, compared to both the revised and cancer
articles. In their sample, previous experience with suicidal ideation therefore appeared to not be a
vulnerability as has been suggested in the literature (e.g., Hazel, 1993; Sisak & Varnik, 2012,
Stack, 2005), but may have served as a protective factor. Although this study provides
preliminary evidence that exposure to suicide news articles and the effects of media guidelines
may not have an immediate effect on distress or suicide-related outcomes, it had a number of
limitations. Specifically, the authors utilized a feature news story about suicide, which is
different from traditional suicide news articles in that it included facts about suicide and suicide
prevention and was not about a recent, local suicide. Moreover, the authors did not evaluate the
effects of adhering to specific guidelines; rather, they evaluated the guidelines as a complete
package.
In order to address some of the limitations of the Anestis et al. (2015) study, members of
our research group (Williams & Witte, 2017) conducted an experiment in which we exposed
participants to one of three news articles: a suicide news article; the same suicide news article
that included psychoeducational resources and preventative information (i.e., one media
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guideline promoted by a variety of organizations); and a neutral, non-suicide-related article. The
primary objective of this study was to evaluate the immediate effects of reading a suicide news
article on explicit measures known to be associated with increased risk for suicide. First, we
hypothesized that participants exposed to any suicide news article would experience a decrease
in positive affect and an increase in negative affect as well as report higher scores on a measure
assessing fearlessness of death. Second, we hypothesized that individuals exposed to the suicide
news article with psychoeducational resources and preventative information would express less
negative attitudes toward help-seeking and better awareness of suicide warning signs, compared
to both other conditions. Finally, we hypothesized that individuals presented with the suicide
article without psychoeducational information and resources and preventative information would
have higher scores on specific subscales on a measure of attitudes toward suicide, including a
stronger belief that there is a right to die by suicide, that death by suicide is understandable, and
that death by suicide is inevitable. Overall, we found no impact of exposure to suicide news
articles on any relevant variables, nor did we determine any beneficial impact of adhering to the
media guideline to include psychoeducational information and preventative resources.
A number of limitations may have inhibited our ability to detect differences across
conditions in this previous study. Specifically, we used a measure of attitudes toward suicide that
had an unreliable factor structure and limited research supporting its use. Although we took steps
to ameliorate this problem, it may have inhibited our ability to detect an impact of exposure to a
suicide news article on attitudes toward suicide. Additionally, the single suicide article used in
our prior study had several limitations. Specifically, this article may not have been sufficiently
visually engaging or relatable for a sample of college students, especially considering that it
described the suicide of a high school student. Furthermore, the article did not sensationalize or
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glamorize the suicide; thus, it is possible the content of the article was not sufficient to lead to
any changes in explicit measures related to suicidality. Finally, we elected to exclude individuals
who had previously attempted suicide due to concerns regarding risk for suicide as a result of
exposure to suicide news articles. It is possible that these individuals are the most vulnerable,
and therefore, most susceptible to the effects of exposure to a suicide news article (e.g., Hazel,
1993; Sisak & Varnik, 2012, Stack, 2005). As such, we may have failed to identify an effect
because we elected to exclude these individuals.
Present study
As previously stated, only two studies to date have employed experimental designs to
evaluate the impact of exposure to suicide news articles (i.e., Anestis et al., 2015; Williams &
Witte, 2017). Results from both experimental studies suggest that exposure to non-guidelineadhering suicide news articles may not have any effect on explicit (i.e., self- reported) measures
of suicidal ideation (Anestis et al. 2015; Williams & Witte, 2017). The lack of evidence for an
imitative effect observed in these two experimental studies in contrast to the abundance of
observational research consistent with an imitative effect suggests that our understanding of this
phenomenon is incomplete. A more thorough understanding may enable researchers to inform
public policy in a more meaningful manner in order to curb an imitative effect, should it exist.
Although the experimental designs employed by previous researchers (Anestis et al.,
2015; Williams & Witte, 2017) are a promising contribution to this literature, both have a
number of limitations. In the present study, we aimed to more accurately mimic what readers
may be exposed to in the real world in order to shed light on the discrepancies between the
experimental and observational studies. Accordingly, we aimed to improve upon the suicide
articles used in both prior experimental studies in a few ways. First, previous research suggests
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that the amount of exposure to suicide news articles is likely to have an effect on imitative
suicidal behavior; specifically, a dose-response relationship has been suggested such that the
greater the instances of exposure, the greater the likelihood of imitative suicidal behavior (e.g.,
Gould, 2001; Gould et al., 2014; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010; Phillips, 1974). In both previous
experimental studies, participants were exposed to a single suicide news article. In contrast, in
the current study, participants in the experimental condition were exposed to a series of four
suicide news articles in order to increase the likelihood of observing an effect.
Second, previous research suggests that the degree of identification between the reader
and the deceased individual can impact the likelihood of imitative suicidal behavior (Jang et al.,
2016; Sisask & Varnik, 2012; Stack, 2005). Thus, for the current study, we utilized articles that
should be perceived as more relevant for our sample of undergraduate students compared to both
prior experimental studies. Specifically, all of the suicide articles describe a death of someone
similar in age to those in our sample (i.e., 18 to 24 years of age). Moreover, one of these articles
described a student who died by suicide on the university campus at which our participants were
attending school. Third, previous research suggests that description of a particular method of
suicide as well as utilizing the word suicide in the headline can increase the likelihood of
imitative suicidal behavior (e.g., Gould et al., 2014; Hagihara et al., 2014). Additionally, research
has identified an increased likelihood of imitative suicide when the article sensationalizes suicide
(Pirkis & Blood, 2001; Stack, 2001; 2005). In our previous study (Williams & Witte, 2017) the
suicide news article was relatively bland (i.e., no photo of the deceased and/or scene of death, no
graphic description of method, no use of suicide in the headline), which may have accounted for
our generally null results. Additionally, Anestis and colleagues (2015) utilized a feature news
story, rather than a traditional news story, that adhered to some guidelines for reporting suicide
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and disregarded others. Thus, neither experimental study utilized typical, sensationalized suicide
news articles that are regularly cited as the root the imitative effect (e.g., Pirkis & Blood, 2001;
Stack, 2001; 2005). In the current study, we utilized news articles that include graphic
descriptions of the method of suicidal behavior and and/or photos of the scene of the death.
Aside from limitations relevant to the news articles themselves, it is possible that the selfreport measures that were used in the prior experimental studies were not sufficiently sensitive to
detect an imitative effect. In order to test such a notion, more sensitive assessment measures,
such as the Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task (D/S-IAT; Nock et al., 2010), which utilizes
categorization and variability in response time to assess implicit cognitive biases, are needed.
The D/S-IAT was designed to reveal implicit cognitive associations between the self and
death/suicide. It has been suggested that the D/S-IAT could be used to potentially identify
suicide risk that might not be evident in explicit measures of suicide (Nock et al., 2010). At least
two studies (Nock et al., 2010; Randall et al., 2013) demonstrated that implicit associations with
death/suicide are associated with likelihood of engaging in future self-harm behaviors.
Additionally, they determined that stronger implicit associations between the self and
death/suicide were associated with a number of suicide risk factors (e.g., depression, non-suicidal
self-injury). It is possible that exposure to suicide news articles may amplify implicit cognitive
associations between the self and death/suicide, particularly if the individual described in the
news article is perceived to be similar to the reader. The D/S-IAT may therefore be able to detect
changes in implicit cognitive associations between the self and death/suicide after exposure to a
suicide news article, ultimately helping to explain the relationship between suicide news articles
and imitative suicidal behaviors. To our knowledge, no prior study has analyzed the relationship
between exposure to suicide news articles and implicit associations between the self and
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death/suicide.
Additionally, in our previous study, (Williams & Witte, 2017) we proposed that attitudes
toward suicide might be impacted by exposure to a suicide news article. Prior research has
demonstrated an association between normalizing attitudes toward suicide and increased risk for
suicide (McAuliffe et al., 2003; Renberg, Hjelmeland, & Koposov, 2008), and recent research
has highlighted the importance of attitudes toward suicide in contributing to imitative suicidal
behaviors, especially among adolescents (Kleinman, 2015). Thus, it remains important to assess
whether attitudes toward suicide might be one of the mechanisms responsible for the relationship
between suicide news articles and imitative suicidal behavior. Unfortunately, in our prior study,
we utilized a measure of attitudes toward suicide that ultimately had inadequate psychometric
properties, limiting our ability to draw meaningful conclusions regarding the possible impact of a
suicide news article on attitudes toward suicide. Accordingly, in the current study, we utilized a
newly developed measure of attitudes toward suicide (i.e., Stigma of Suicide Scale-Short Form;
SOSS-SF; Batterham, Calear, Christensen, 2013a) that has recently exhibited sound
psychometric properties in a sample of undergraduate students (Williams, Cero, Gauthier, &
Witte, 2018).
The SOSS-SF asks participants to rate adjectives in terms of how much they represent a
prototypical individual that has died by suicide. Three factors are assessed: Stigma (e.g.,
Shallow, Pathetic), Isolation/Depression (e.g., Lonely, Disconnected), and
Glorification/Normalization (e.g., Strong, Brave). We expected this measure would provide
useful information regarding the impact of exposure to suicide news articles on specific attitudes
toward suicide. Namely, we predicted that reading news articles that describe individuals who
have died by suicide and are similar to the reader would result in reduced ratings of stigma
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toward the prototypical individual that dies by suicide. Additionally, we predicted that reading
news articles that sensationalize or glorify suicide would result in increased ratings of
glorification/normalization of a prototypical individual who has died by suicide. Furthermore, we
predicted that articles containing descriptions of the circumstances surrounding the death,
including descriptions of the unexpected nature of death, would influence how observers rate a
prototypical individual who has died by suicide. Specifically, they might be less likely to
attribute the death by suicide to depression or isolation.
Finally, unlike in our previous study (Williams & Witte, 2017), we elected to include
individuals with a history of suicide attempts in the current study, given that previous
observational research has suggested that the effects of exposure to a suicide news article may
only be present among vulnerable individuals (i.e., individuals with a history of suicidal
ideation/behavior; Sisak & Varnik, 2012; Stack, 2005). However, in contrast to this notion,
Anestis et al. (2015) found no evidence that history of suicide attempt was associated with
particularly negative outcomes, and if anything, those with a history of suicidal ideation had a
more positive reaction to the suicide news article that did not adhere to media guidelines. Thus,
additional research is needed to resolve this discrepancy. Moreover, previous research has
demonstrated that vulnerable individuals have differential ratings of attitudes toward suicide (i.e.,
Batterham et al., 2013b; Williams et al., 2018). Specifically, individuals with a lifetime history of
suicidal ideation, suicide attempt, and depressive symptoms report lower scores on the SOSS-SF
stigma toward suicide subscale (Batterham et al., 2013b; Williams et al., 2018), whereas
individuals with a lifetime history of suicide attempt report higher scores on the SOSS-SF
glorification/normalization of suicide subscale (Batterham et al., 2013b, Williams et al., 2018). It
is possible that vulnerable individuals might be more likely to report differences in attitudes
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toward suicide as a result of exposure to suicide news articles. Thus, we assessed whether
lifetime experiences of suicidal ideation or attempts were associated with a stronger effect of the
experimental condition on the SOSS-SF subscales as well as our other outcome variables (i.e.,
served as a moderator).
In sum, the overarching goal of the current study was to resolve the discrepancy between
the existing observational studies, which are generally consistent with an imitative effect, and the
existing experimental studies, which have not been consistent with an imitative effect. To
accomplish this goal, we increased the potency of the experimental manipulation to more closely
mimic real-world suicide news articles, used more sensitive and empirically sound outcome
measures, and included individuals with a history of suicidal behavior to examine whether the
effect can be detected in vulnerable individuals. Based on the assumption that the imitative effect
seen in observational research is a true effect, we proposed the following hypotheses:
Hypotheses:
1. Participants presented with suicide news articles would experience a greater increase in
negative affect and decrease in positive affect compared to participants presented with
neutral, non-suicide related articles.
2. Participants presented with suicide news articles would exhibit higher mean scores on
self- report measures of suicidal ideation and depression compared to participants
presented with neutral, non-suicide related articles.
3. Participants presented with suicide news articles would express stronger implicit
cognitive associations between the self and death/suicide, as measured by the D/S-IAT,
compared to participants presented with neutral, non-suicide related articles.
4. Participants presented with suicide news articles would demonstrate differences in
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attitudes toward suicide as measured by the Stigma of Suicide Scale-Short Form.
Specifically, we anticipated that those presented with suicide news articles would have
lower mean scores on the Stigma and Isolation/Depression subscales, and greater mean
scores on the Glorification/Normalization subscale.
5. Individual vulnerabilities (i.e., lifetime experiences of suicidal ideation/attempts, lifetime
non-suicidal self-injury [NSSI], and exposure to another person’s suicide) would
moderate the relationship between exposure to suicide news articles and our outcome
variables. Specifically, we anticipated that the individual vulnerabilities would increase
the magnitude of the effect of exposure to suicide news articles on our outcome variables.
Method
Participants
The study was posted on the psychology department’s web-based research system and
was broadly described as an investigation of students' attitudes and behaviors. Any student who
did not participate in the principal investigator’s previous media study (i.e., Williams & Witte,
2017) was eligible to participate in the current study.
We conducted an a priori power analyses using G*Power version 3.1.2 (Erdfelder, Faul,
& Buchner, 2006) to determine how many participants to enroll. In order to test hypotheses one
through four, we conducted an a priori power analysis for a two-tailed, independent samples ttest. Assuming a medium effect size of 0.50 (Cohen’s d), 128 participants (i.e., 64 per condition)
were needed to achieve a power of .80 (Cohen, 1992). In order to have sufficient power to detect
a significant interaction in our regression analyses (hypothesis five), we conducted an a priori
power analysis assuming a small effect (f2) of .03 (Cohen, 1992), which corresponds to an
incremental r-square of 3% for the interaction term. With three predictors (i.e., experimental
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condition, moderator, and interaction term), a sample size of 264 (i.e., 132 per condition) was
necessary to achieve a power of .80. Based on all of the power analyses, we set out to recruit at
least 325 participants for our study in order to account for individuals who may be excluded for
being inattentive responders.
We ultimately recruited 443 psychology undergraduates age 18 and older. Before data
were analyzed, 23 participants were eliminated for inattentive responding (e.g., incorrectly
responding to the manipulation check or three or more bogus items, identified as inattentive by
the undergraduate research assistant), resulting in a final sample of 420 participants (all of whom
were presented with the news articles). The mean age of the sample was 19.48 (SD = 1.76;
range: 18-39). Detailed demographic information is provided in Table 1.
Procedure
Upon signing up to participate in the study, participants completed the consent process in
our research laboratory. While participants reviewed the consent form, the undergraduate
research assistant explained procedures. In this explanation, the research assistant explicitly
stated that he/she would be reviewing some of the participants' measures during the study for the
purpose of ensuring their safety. Participants were reminded that they could choose to
discontinue the study at any point without the risk of retribution or loss of credit. Participants
were provided with a copy of the consent form to keep for their records.
Upon agreeing to participate in the study, participants first completed a pre-manipulation
affect check (i.e., Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, PANAS; Watson et al., 1988). Next,
they were randomly assigned to read one of two (i.e., Suicide and Control) sets of news articles
(four randomly ordered articles per set). All news articles were reproduced from real news
sources. The Suicide articles consisted of four suicide news articles, each describing a death by
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suicide of a college-aged individual (see Appendix A). One of these four articles was from the
school newspaper of the university participants were attending. The Control articles consisted of
four non-suicide/death-related news articles (see Appendix B). One of the four articles was also
from the school newspaper of the university participants were attending. Participants were
informed that after reading each article, they would be asked to write one sentence summarizing
the content of the article. This served as a manipulation check. Two participants in the Control
condition failed to successfully identify the main topic of the articles they read, whereas all
participants in the suicide condition successfully identified suicide content in all the articles they
were presented.
Immediately following the manipulation check, all participants were administered the
PANAS for a second time as a post-manipulation affect check. Next, all participants completed
the Depression Symptom Inventory-Suicide Subscale (DSI-SS; Joiner, Walker, Rudd,
& Jobes, 1999) in order to assess for current suicidal ideation. The research assistant
immediately collected and scored the DSI-SS, so that if necessary he/she had sufficient time to
arrange for additional suicide risk assessment procedures, which were enacted immediately upon
the participant’s completion of, or withdrawal from, the study.
Then, participants completed a battery of self-report questionnaires (hosted on Qualtrics
and presented in a random order) and the Death/Suicide version of the Implicit Association Task
(D/S-IAT; Nock et al., 2010). The order of administration of the online battery of self-report
questionnaires and the D/S-IAT were counterbalanced such that approximately half of all
participants completed the D/S-IAT first and half completed the online self-report questionnaires
first.
Upon completion of the study, the research assistant met with each participant in order to
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give him/her a debriefing form with local mental health resources as well as answer questions
and/or address concerns. At this point, participants requiring additional risk assessment were
escorted by the research assistant to an adjacent lab room, where a graduate student conducted a
semi-structured suicide risk assessment interview and took appropriate actions to ensure
participant safety. Following participation, all participants received one and a half hours of
research credit toward any Psychology class they were enrolled in. These procedures were
approved by the Auburn University Institutional Review Board.
Measures
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988). The PANAS
consists of 20 words describing affect, which are rated on a scale of 1-5, 1 being very slightly or
not at all, and 5 being extremely. Participants completed the PANAS both pre- and postmanipulation. At each timepoint, participants were explicitly instructed by the research assistant
to indicate how they were feeling at the current moment. The PANAS has been demonstrated to
be internally consistent and have good convergent and discriminant correlations with longer
affect measures (Watson et al., 1988). Additionally, the PANAS has been demonstrated to be
sensitive enough to detect changes over a relatively short period of time (Watson, et al., 1988).
The PANAS demonstrated strong internal consistency in both pre- (Positive: α = .86; Negative: α
= .83) and post-manipulation (Positive: α = .89; Negative: α = .87) administrations. Changes in
positive and negative affect were measured by calculating the difference between post- and premanipulation scores (i.e., Changes in positive affect = Post-Manipulation Positive Affect minus
Pre-Manipulation Positive Affect; Changes in negative affect = Post-Manipulation Negative
Affect minus Pre-Manipulation Negative Affect). Therefore, positive scores on the changes in
affect variable indicated increases whereas negative scores indicate decreases.
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Depressive Symptom Inventory Suicidality Subscale (DSI-SS; Joiner, Pfaff, & Acres,
2002). The DSI-SS is a four-item, self-report instrument designed to measure suicidal ideation.
Items are rated on a scale of 0 to 3, with 3 indicating the greater severity. The scale has been
demonstrated to have good psychometric properties (Joiner et al., 2002). All participants were
administered the DSI-SS immediately following the second administration of the PANAS. The
DSI-SS demonstrated strong internal consistency in our sample (α = .90).
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). The CESD is a 20-item, self-report measure designed to measure depressive symptoms for research.
Responses are rated on a four-point scale, indicating how often participants have experienced
each symptom during the past week: 0 indicating never or not at all, 3 indicating most or all of
the time. The CES-D has been used in a variety of samples and demonstrates good psychometric
properties with both good reliability (Radloff, 1977) and validity (Devins, Orne, Costello, &
Binik, 1988). The CES-D demonstrated good internal consistency in our sample (α = .81).
Death/Suicide Implicit Association Test (D/S-IAT; Nock et al., 2010). The D/S-IAT is
a brief, computer-based task in which words reflective of the concepts of me, not me, death, and
life are presented individually on a computer screen, after which the respondent categorizes each
word into one of four paired categories: Death (e.g., death, die, lifeless, suicide), Life (e.g., alive,
survive, live, thrive), Me (e.g., I, mine, myself, my), and Not me (e.g., they, them, other, theirs).
Implicit associations are derived from the participant’s response latencies. Faster responding on
the death/suicide or me compared to the life/thrive or me trials is considered an implicit
association between the self and death/suicide (Nock et al., 2010). The effect is computed by
determining a D score, which can range between -2 and +2. Stronger positive implicit
associations with death/suicide have been demonstrated to be associated with previous suicide
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attempt as well as likelihood of future self-harm behavior (Nock et al., 2010; Randall et al.,
2013).
Stigma of Suicide Scale-Short Form (SOSS-SF; Batterham et al., 2013a). The SOSS-SF
is a 16-item measure that asks participants to rate how much each of the 16 adjectives presented
represents a prototypical individual who has died by suicide. The SOSS-SF is a subset of the
original 58-item SOSS that have been demonstrated to have the strongest loadings on the
individual factors: Stigma, Isolation/Depression, and Glorification/Normalization. Items are
rated on a 5-point scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree) with higher scores indicating
greater agreement with each construct. The SOSS-SF has demonstrated good psychometric
properties in past research, such as convergent and discriminant validity, reliability, and a stable
factor structure (Batterham et al., 2013a; Williams et al., 2018). The SOSS-SF subscales
demonstrated moderate to strong internal consistency in our sample (Stigma: α = .85;
Isolation/Depression: α = .76; Glorification/Normalization: α = .76).
Participant Characteristics. We collected basic demographic information for
participants, including age, gender, race, ethnicity, relationship status, academic major, grade
point average, and year in school (see Table 1). Additionally, we assessed for lifetime history of
suicidal ideation (Have you ever had any thoughts about suicide in your entire life?), suicide
attempt (Have you ever done anything to kill yourself [i.e., attempted suicide?]), NSSI (Have you
ever done anything to hurt yourself without intent to die (e.g., cutting, burning?)), exposure to a
family member/friend’s suicide (Have any of your friends or family members died by suicide?),
and exposure to another’s suicide (Have you ever known anyone who has died by suicide (e.g.,
acquaintance, neighbor)). For complete descriptive information regarding lifetime experiences
see Table 2.
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Prior exposure to suicide article. Twenty-one participants indicated prior exposure to
the suicide news story reported in the campus newspaper. In order to determine if this impacted
our results, we evaluated whether the results were similar with and without the inclusion of these
21 participants in our analyses (see p. 27 for complete findings).
Bogus items (Meade & Craig, 2012). When data is collected via computerized surveys,
random responding is of particular concern. Including items with clearly correct answers may
help to determine if an individual is responding randomly. Should an individual respond
incorrectly, it can be assumed that he/she was not paying attention to the item. Individuals who
responded incorrectly to three or more of the eight bogus items were excluded from data
analysis.
Data Analysis
We utilized a combination of basic descriptive statistics, correlations, t-tests, linear, and
logistic regressions to analyze the data. Prior to conducting these analyses, the data were
screened for univariate outliers; outliers (i.e., scores falling beyond 3 standard deviations above
or below the mean) were identified on the CES-D and two of the scales on the SOSS-SF (i.e.,
Isolation/Depression and Glorification/Normalization). Thus, those variables were fenced to
three standard deviations above the mean. Additionally, outliers were observed on the DSI-SS;
however, to preserve the variability of this measure, we elected to leave DSI-SS scores unaltered.
Across analyses, the degree of missing data was low: all variables except the D/S-IAT had less
than 6% missing data. The D/S-IAT was slightly higher, with 11.4% missing data, likely
attributed to technical malfunctions when administering the measure. Missing data were handled
using the multiple imputation module in SPSS version 24.0. Based on recommendations from
Bodner (2008), we imputed 12 datasets. SPSS computes pooled results across imputed data sets
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for independent samples t-test, correlations, and linear regressions. However, SPSS does not
report pooled standard deviations for any analysis we conducted; therefore, effect sizes were
calculated using the original data rather than from the pooled results.
Results
Preliminary Analyses
In order to test whether the order of administration of the D/S-IAT and self-report
questionnaires moderated the effect of the manipulation, a series of linear regressions were
conducted with the main effects of order of administration, condition, and their interaction as
predictors. Overall, the experimental condition did not have a differential impact based on order
(see Table 3); thus, participants were collapsed across order. Although there was no significant
interaction between condition and order for any outcome variables, there were two significant
main effects of order: participants who completed the D/S-IAT first had weaker implicit
associations with suicide than those who completed the questionnaires first, and participants who
completed the D/S-IAT first had higher ratings of stigma toward suicide on the SOSS-SF.
Main Analyses
Hypothesis 1: Participants presented with suicide news articles would experience a
greater increase in negative affect and decrease in positive affect compared to participants
presented with neutral, non-suicide-related articles. To test Hypothesis 1, first, we computed
the difference between pre- and post-manipulation scores for both positive and negative affect.
Then, we conducted two independent samples t-tests, one for changes in positive and one for
changes in negative affect. Consistent with our hypothesis, differences were observed between
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conditions for change in positive, t (19537 1) = 6.22, p <.01. and negative affect, t (8086) = 7.03, p <.01; mean scores are displayed in Table 4. Specifically, those in the Suicide condition
demonstrated significantly greater decreases in positive affect as compared to those in the
Control condition. However, those in the Control condition demonstrated greater changes in
negative affect than those in the Suicide condition. Specifically, those in the Control condition
demonstrated a reduction in negative affect, whereas those in the Suicide condition exhibited
essentially no change in negative affect. Effect sizes were medium for both changes in positive
(d = 0.62) and negative (d = -0.71) affect according to guidelines set forth by Cohen (1992).
Hypothesis 2: Participants presented with suicide news articles would exhibit
higher mean scores on self- report measures of suicidal ideation and depression. To test
differences in current suicidal ideation (as measured by the DSI-SS), we ran the analyses two
different ways. First, we conducted an independent samples t-test utilizing the raw, continuous
DSI-SS score. No differences were observed between conditions on the raw, continuous measure
of suicidal ideation, t (2930) = -0.40, p =.69 (mean scores are displayed in Table 4) and the effect
size was small (d = -0.06). Second, because we were concerned that extreme skew and limited
variability may have attenuated our ability to detect an effect with the continuous DSI-SS scores,
we created a dichotomous variable for the DSI-SS. Specifically, participants with a score of 0 on
the DSI-SS received a 0, and participants with a score greater than 0 received a score of 1. We
then ran a logistic regression utilizing this dichotomous variable. Consistent with our first
finding, we observed no differences between conditions on the dichotomous current suicidal

1

The degrees of freedom in our results are higher (or in other cases lower) than expected because the results are
pooled from the 12 imputed datasets. No corrections were applied to our results. Discussion on the application of
possible corrections of the degrees of freedom for pooled estimates can be found in Barnard and Rubin (1999) or
Van Ginkel (2010). Of note, we additionally ran all analyses with listwise deletion. The same pattern of results was
observed utilizing listwise deletion as was with multiple imputation.
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ideation variable (B = .08, SE = .32, p = .79, OR = 1.09).
To test for differences in current depressive symptoms (as measured by the CES-D) we
conducted an independent samples t-tests. Contrary to our hypothesis, no differences were
observed between conditions for current depression, t (10634) = 0.39, p = .67(mean scores are
displayed in Table 3). The effect size was small (d = 0.05). Thus, contrary to hypotheses, there
were no differences in current suicidal ideation and depression between conditions. Mean scores
are displayed in Table 4.
Hypothesis 3: Participants exposed to the suicide news articles would express
stronger implicit cognitive associations between the self and death/suicide, as measured by
the D/S-IAT, compared to participants exposed to neutral, non-suicide-related articles.
Implicit associations were derived from the participants’ response latencies and faster responding
on the death/suicide or me trials compared to the life/thrive or me trials is considered an implicit
association between the self and death/suicide (Nock et al., 2010). The effect is computed by
determining a D score, which can range between -2 (i.e., strong negative association) and +2
(i.e., strong positive association). After calculating the D score, we utilized an independent
sample t-test to determine whether exposure to the suicide news articles resulted in stronger
implicit associations between the self and suicide. Contrary to our hypothesis, no difference
between conditions was observed on the D/S-IAT D score, t (300) = -0.24, p = .81 (mean scores
displayed in Table 4). Additionally, the effect size was small (d = -0.02). Thus, in our sample,
exposure to suicide news articles did not have an immediate effect on D/S-IAT D scores.
Hypothesis 4: Participants presented with suicide news articles would demonstrate
differences in attitudes toward suicide as measured by the Stigma of Suicide Scale-Short
Form. Specifically, we anticipated that those exposed to the suicide news articles would
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have lower scores on the Stigma and Isolation/Depression subscales, and greater mean
scores on the Glorification/Normalization subscale. We conducted three independent samples
t-tests, one for each subscale of the SOSS-SF. No differences were observed on any of the
subscales of the SOSS: Stigma: t (2645) = -1.01, p = .33, Isolation/Depression: t (17256) = 1.13,
p = .26, and Glorification/Normalization: t (7172) = -1.84, p = .07. Means for each condition are
displayed in Table 4. Effect sizes were small for all subscales (Stigma: d = -0.10;
Isolation/Depression: d = 0.11; Glorification/Normalization: d = -0.17).
Hypothesis 5: Individual vulnerabilities (i.e., lifetime experiences of suicidal
ideation/attempt, lifetime NSSI, exposure to another person’s suicide) would moderate the
effect of exposure to suicide news articles and our outcome variables. Specifically, we
anticipated that the individual vulnerabilities would increase the magnitude of the effect of
exposure to suicide news articles on our outcome variables. In order to assess the moderation
effect, we conducted a series of linear regressions, testing for an interaction between the lifetime
suicidal ideation/attempt and experimental condition to determine the impact on the primary
outcome variables (i.e., positive and negative affect, suicide ideation, depression, implicit
associations between the self and suicide, attitudes toward suicide). Because all participants with
a lifetime history of suicide attempt (n = 9), also had a lifetime history of suicidal ideation (n =
151), we combined these variables to form one variable (i.e., lifetime suicidality) to test the
moderation effect. Overall, we found no statistically significant interactions between condition
and lifetime experience with suicidality on any of the outcome variables, although there were
some statistically significant main effects for the lifetime suicidality variable. Specifically, as
would be expected among people with a history of suicidality, even after accounting for
experimental condition, individuals in this group had significantly greater changes in negative
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affect (unstandardized B = -1.48, t = -2.46, p = .01) and higher levels of suicide ideation
(unstandardized B = 0.69, t = 5.17, p < .01), depression (unstandardized B = 3.89, t = 5.90, p <
.01), and SOSS-Glorification/Normalization (unstandardized B = 1.02, t = 2.21, p = .03)
compared to those with no history of suicidality. Additionally, those with lifetime suicidality had
lower SOSS-Stigma scores than those without (unstandardized B = -2.96, t = -3.16, p < .01).
Complete results are displayed in Table 5.
One interaction approached statistical significance (i.e., the interaction between lifetime
suicidality and condition on change in negative affect, p = .06). We probed this interaction by
conducting two follow-up regressions with condition as the predictor: one with only participants
with a lifetime history of suicidality (n = 151) and one with only participants without a lifetime
history of suicidality (n = 232). Among those with a lifetime history of suicidality, those in the
control condition exhibited a significantly greater change in negative affect compared to those in
the suicide condition, with those in the control condition exhibiting a decrease in negative affect
and those in the suicide condition exhibiting essentially no change in negative affect, F (1, 147)
= 27.85, p < .01; R2= .16; Control condition: n = 72, M = -3.58; Suicide condition: n = 79, M =
0.20). Among those without a lifetime history of suicidality, those in the control condition also
exhibited a significantly greater change in negative affect compared to the suicide condition,
although both conditions exhibited a decrease in negative affect, F (1, 228) = 19.40, p < .01, R2 =
.08; Control condition: n = 121, M = -2.10; Suicide condition: n = 111, M = 0.04.
Additionally, we also evaluated the following as moderators: lifetime NSSI (results
displayed in Table 6) and exposure to a suicide by friend, family member, or acquaintance (the
latter were combined into one dichotomous variable in order to capture the prevalence of any
exposure to suicide; Control n = 120, 57.97%, Suicide n = 120, 56.34%; results displayed in
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Table 7). Overall, we found no significant interaction between condition and lifetime NSSI or
exposure to another’s suicide. We observed some significant main effects for lifetime NSSI,
which predicted higher suicide ideation (unstandardized B = 0.45, t = 2.54, p = .01) and
depression (unstandardized B = 3.64, t = 4.16, p < .01), and lower SOSS-Stigma (unstandardized
B = -3.20, t = -2.61, p < .01). Exposure to another’s suicide was not a statistically significant
moderator or predictor of any of our outcome variables.
Post-Hoc Analyses
Previous exposure to the Auburn suicide article. Of the 212 participants in the Suicide
condition, 21 (9.90%) indicated previous exposure to the suicide news article from the campus
newspaper. Rather than deleting them from our analyses, as initially proposed, we elected to run
our analyses twice, once with all participants, and once without these 21 individuals. Overall,
only one finding was unique compared to the original analyses. Without the 21 participants who
indicated previous exposure to the Auburn suicide news article, the t-test for differences between
conditions on the SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalization subscale approached significance(6666)
= -1.96, p = .05. Excluding individuals with prior exposure to the suicide news article,
participants in the Suicide condition (n = 191, M = 8.16) scored higher than participants in the
Control condition (n = 207, M = 7.52), with higher scores indicative of stronger
glorification/normalization of suicide. Although this effect size was small (d = -0.19), when we
only look at people who had never seen the Auburn suicide news article before, the participants
in the Suicide condition were more likely to normalize or glorify suicide. Complete results are
displayed in Table 8.
Relate to decedent in suicide news articles. Following each article, participants in the
Suicide condition were asked to indicate how much they related to the individual described in the
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suicide news article on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lot). In order to assess if the degree to
which a participant related to the individual in the article impacted the key outcome variables, we
computed an average relate score (i.e., the sum of all four relate scores divided by four) to get an
overall sense of their perceived identification with the suicide decedents described in the articles.
Bivariate correlations were conducted to determine the relationship between average relate score
and key outcome variables. Average relate to decedents score was positively associated with
suicide ideation (r = .63, p < .01), depression (r = .46, p < .01), SOSS-Isolation/Depression (r =
.15, p = .04), and SOSS-Glorification/Normalization (r = .21, p < .01). In contrast, average relate
to decedents score was negatively associated with the SOSS-Stigma subscale (r = -.21, p < .01).
Average degree to which the participant related to the suicide decedent described in the suicide
news articles was not associated with changes in positive (r = -.04, p = .60) or negative affect (r
= -.08, p = .29) or the D/S-IAT (r = -.10, p = .18).
Additionally, we conducted independent samples t-tests to evaluate whether lifetime
experiences with suicidal ideation, plan, attempt, NSSI, and exposure to another’s suicide
(family/friend or acquaintance) was associated with the degree to which participants related to
the decedent described in the suicide news articles. Lifetime experience of suicidal ideation,
plan, NSSI, and exposure to a friend/family member’s suicide were associated with higher
average relate to the decedent score (see Table 9).
Discussion
In the present study, we evaluated the effects of repeated exposure to graphic suicide
news articles on explicit measures of suicide risk (i.e., affect, suicidal ideation, depressive
symptoms, and attitudes toward suicide) and a measure of implicit associations with suicide (i.e.,
D/S-IAT). We also sought to determine if individual vulnerabilities, such as lifetime experience
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of suicidality, moderated these relationships. At present, there are discrepancies in the literature
regarding imitative effects following media reporting on suicide. Although much of the existing
observational research points to an increase in imitative suicidal behavior following a newspaper
article on suicide (e.g., Gould, 2001; Pirkis & Blood, 2001; Stack, 2005), with particularly
salient effects for celebrity suicides (e.g., Fink, Santaella-Tenorio, & Keyes, 2018), there is some
debate regarding the veracity of the effect, particularly as it pertains to non-celebrity suicides
(e.g., Kessler, Downey, Milavsky, & Stipp, 1988; Stack, 1983; 1988). Importantly, most of the
existing research to date is observational in design, and to our knowledge, only two studies have
utilized an experimental design to evaluate the effects of exposure to suicide news articles (i.e.,
Anestis et al., 2015; Williams & Witte, 2017), neither of which found any statistically significant
effects of exposure to a suicide news article. Limitations aside, their findings are in stark contrast
with much of the existing observational research demonstrating an increase in imitative suicidal
behaviors following a suicide news article. Thus, in our study, we sought to address this
discrepancy by employing an experimental design specifically addressing the limitations of the
previous experimental studies and aimed to observe any effect of repeated exposure to suicide
news articles. Our study expanded on previous experimental designs by increasing the potency of
the experimental manipulation, utilizing more sensitive and empirically sound outcome
measures, and examining whether this effect is moderated by individual vulnerabilities, such as
lifetime history of suicidality. Although we observed an effect of the suicide articles on changes
in positive and negative affect, we did not observe any other expected differences, including
evidence of a moderation effect of individual vulnerabilities.
Affect was assessed pre- and post-manipulation. In contrast to the findings of the two
previous experimental studies (i.e., Anestis et al., 2015 and Williams & Witte, 2017), we did
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observe changes in affect following exposure to suicide news articles. Consistent with
hypotheses, individuals repeatedly exposed to suicide news articles demonstrated greater
decreases in positive affect compared to those exposed to the control articles. However, contrary
to hypotheses, those in the Suicide condition reported similar levels of negative affect before and
after the manipulation, whereas those in the Control condition demonstrated a reduction in
negative affect. The difference in this pattern of results compared to prior experimental studies
could be in part due to the increase in the graphic nature of our articles (e.g., inclusion of photos,
descriptions of the suicide method, sensationalizing) or because of the repeated exposure to
suicide news articles. Overall, this pattern suggests that exposure to suicide news articles
decreases positive affect without having an appreciable impact on negative affect. It also
suggests that our neutral articles may not in fact have been entirely neutral in valence, given that
individuals in the Control condition exhibited a decrease in negative affect after reading those
articles. Even if this is the case, control articles with a slight positive valence would be expected
to enhance differences between conditions, which was not the case for the majority of our
outcome variables.
We anticipated that repeated exposure to suicide news articles would lead to increases in
self-reported suicidal ideation and depressive symptoms. However, consistent with our previous
study (Williams & Witte, 2017) and with Anestis et al. (2015), we did not observe any
differences between conditions on either suicidal ideation or depressive symptoms. This finding
is inconsistent with existing observational research which suggests exposure to suicide news
articles is likely to lead to suicidal behavior which is known to be predicted by things such as
current suicidal ideation and depressive symptoms (American Association of Suicidology, 2018;
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, 2018). Our results combined with the findings of
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the two previous experimental studies suggest that regardless of the content and extent of
exposure to suicide news articles, reading suicide news articles is unlikely to lead to immediate
changes in either current suicidal ideation or depressive symptoms.
To account for one of the limitations of our previous experimental study, we utilized a
more sensitive measure of suicide risk (i.e., D/S-IAT) as well as a psychometrically sound
measure of attitudes toward suicide (i.e., SOSS-SF). We anticipated that by utilizing the more
sensitive and empirically sound measures, we would observe an effect that was missed by
previous researchers. Contrary to our hypotheses, we did not observe any differences between
conditions on either the D/S-IAT or any subscales of the SOSS-SF. Prior to our study, no
research had been conducted on the relationship between suicide news articles and implicit
associations with suicide; however, our results suggest that even repeated exposure to graphic
content is unlikely to affect implicit associations with suicide. The null findings in response to
differences in specific attitudes toward suicide is particularly striking as it is inconsistent with
speculation by previous researchers (i.e., Gould & Shaffer, 1986; Gould, Shaffer, & Kleinman,
1988) that exposure to suicide news articles might influence attitudes toward suicide, such as
permissiveness and acceptability of suicide, as well as glorification of the death. The World
Health Organization guidelines (2008) recommend against sensationalizing or normalizing
suicide, as it is believed that this type of portrayal and these types of attitudes may be associated
with increased risk for suicide. However, our findings suggest that exposure to graphic,
sensationalized suicide content does not immediately affect attitudes toward suicide, at least
among college-aged adults.
Additionally, we anticipated that individual vulnerabilities (i.e., previous experiences
with suicidality) would moderate the relationship between exposure to suicide news articles and
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all outcome variables. Overall, with the exception of one marginally significant interaction, we
did not observe any moderation effect of individual vulnerabilities. This pattern of results is in
contrast with previous observational research which suggested that effects of exposure to suicide
news articles may be particularly salient for vulnerable individuals (e.g., Hazel, 1993; Sisak &
Varnik, 2012, Stack, 2005). Regarding our marginally significant moderation effect of lifetime
suicidality on changes in negative affect, among those in the suicide condition, participants with
lifetime history of suicidality exhibited essentially no change negative affect, whereas those
without a lifetime history of suicidality exhibited a decrease in negative affect. This finding is
inconsistent with the findings of Anestis et al. (2015) who found that those with a lifetime
history of suicide ideation/attempt who were exposed to suicide content reported a decrease in
negative affect. The disparity in these findings suggests that content of the suicide articles
utilized in each study had differential effects on individuals with a lifetime history of
ideation/attempt. The findings of Anestis and colleagues (2015) suggest that something about
their selected suicide article, a feature news piece, reduced negative affect, indicative of a
potentially positive effect of exposure to this particular type of suicide coverage (e.g., inclusion
of epidemiological data related to suicide) among vulnerable individuals. On the other hand, our
chosen articles (i.e., traditional suicide news articles) did not impact negative affect for
vulnerable individuals. Taken together, although not entirely consistent with one another, these
findings suggest that exposure to traditional suicide related news content is unlikely to lead to
increases in negative affect among vulnerable individuals.
In addition to lifetime suicidality, we also evaluated lifetime NSSI and exposure to
another’s (friend/family/acquaintance) suicide as moderators and also did not observe any
statistically significant results. Although individual vulnerabilities (i.e., lifetime suicidality,
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NSSI, and exposure to another’s suicide) did not moderate the relationship between exposure to
a suicide news article and our chosen outcome variables, it remains possible that individual
vulnerabilities do moderate the relationship between exposure to suicide news articles and death
by suicide.
In addition to our primary analyses, we re-ran all our analyses without the 21 participants
who had been previously exposed to the suicide article from the campus newspaper. Although
most of these findings were consistent with the original analyses, we did observe one result that
differed from the original analyses. Specifically, when excluding individuals previously exposed
to one of the articles, differences between conditions on the SOSS-SF
Glorification/Normalization subscale approached significance (p = .05). Among the participants
who had not previously seen the suicide news article, there was an effect of condition on the
Glorification/Normalization subscale for the SOSS-SF (i.e., those in the suicide condition had
higher mean scores). This news article particularly sensationalized the suicide, by including a
graphic photo of where the individual died on campus as well as a complete description of the
method of death. Of note, participants who indicated previously seeing the campus suicide article
were slightly older in age (M = 20.85; t = 2.99, p <.05) and year in school (M = 3.00; t = 5.18, p
< .01) than those who had not previously seen the article (age: M = 19.39, year in school: M =
1.72). This is unsurprising, as the age is consistent with the fact that they were likely enrolled in
college at the time of the campus suicide, which occurred several years prior to data collection. It
is possible that the individuals who had previously seen the campus article had a blunted
response to the campus news article; therefore, once removed, we were able to observe an effect
of the article on ratings of glorification/normalization of suicide. This finding implies the
importance of novel sensationalized suicide news content. It suggests that individuals who are
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desensitized to suicide content (i.e., previous exposure to the article) may be less likely to exhibit
changes in attitudes toward suicide, compared to individuals with no prior exposure are affected.
Finally, we assessed whether the degree to which participants related to the decedents
described in the suicide articles was associated with any of the outcome variables. In order to
increase the likelihood of an effect, we specifically chose to utilize articles that included
decedents similar in age and other characteristics (e.g., college students) to our participants. We
did observe some significant associations between the average degree to which participants
related to the decedent and a number of outcome variables. Positive associations were observed
between identification with the decedent and current suicidal ideation, current depressive
symptoms, stronger belief that suicide is attributable to isolation and depression, and stronger
glorification and normalization of suicide. On the other hand, negative associations were
observed between identification with the decedent and stigma toward suicide. Our results
therefore identified a significant association between identification with the decedent and almost
all of our outcome variables. Additionally, individuals with a lifetime history of suicidal ideation,
plans, NSSI, and having a family/friend die by suicide all more strongly related to the decedent
described in the story. Observational research suggests that the relationship between exposure to
suicide news articles and suicidal behavior is heightened by the degree of identification with the
suicide decedent described in the news article (e.g., Jang et al., 2016; Sisask & Varnik, 2012;
Stack, 2005). Our results demonstrate that participants with current higher ratings of suicidality
and depression tend to more strongly relate to the victims described in the story. However,
because of our methodology, we were unable to compare across conditions. Therefore, we were
unable to determine if identification with the victim moderated the relationship between
exposure to suicide news articles and any of our outcome variables. Further research is needed to
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determine if stronger identification with the decedent moderates the effects of exposure to
suicide news articles.
Limitations and Future Directions
Although our study successfully addressed many of the limitations of existing
experimental research, it was not without limitations. One of the most important limitations of
our study was our choice in outcome variables. Similar to the other experimental designs, we
utilized variables that are known to be associated with suicide (e.g., depression, suicidal ideation,
implicit associations with suicide), whereas observational research only evaluates death by
suicide as an outcome. Thus, it is possible that the different pattern of findings between
observational and experimental studies are attributable to the differences in outcome variables.
Additionally, we only assessed our outcomes immediately following exposure to suicide news
articles, leaving open the possibility of a lagged effect. However, based on the findings of
Anestis et al. (2015) who found no lagged effect of exposure to suicide news content in
combination with findings of previous observational research (e.g., Phillips, 1974) that suggests
the effect is most prominent in the week following a well-publicized suicide, it is unlikely that an
effect of exposure to a suicide news article would be observed after an extensive delay.
An additional limitation of our study was our choice in moderator variables. We elected
to only utilize lifetime suicidality (i.e., history of ideation or attempt) as a moderator variable,
rather than current suicidal ideation. Although approximately one-fourth of our sample indicated
lifetime suicidal ideation, it is reasonable to expect that most of our participants were not at high
risk for suicide or other mental illness given their current status as college students. Although
we did not observe an interaction between lifetime history of suicidality and our outcome
variables, our study does not provide a complete understanding of the importance of current
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vulnerabilities in the relationship between suicide articles and imitative suicidal behavior. It
remains possible that current suicidal ideation (rather than lifetime experience of suicidality)
might moderate the relationship between exposure to suicide news articles and our outcome
variables. It is therefore suggested that future researchers intentionally recruit currently
vulnerable (i.e., suicidal) individuals to evaluate whether these findings hold true for individuals
with current vulnerabilities.
We designed our study with realistic parameters in mind, utilizing real suicide news
articles and formatting consistent with online newspapers. Despite this, our study is different
than what could be expected in a naturalistic setting. For instance, a naturalistic experience might
involve exposure to one suicide, from multiple news sources (e.g., newspaper, television), over
multiple days. Previous observational research highlighted the importance of repeated exposure
to suicide news articles (e.g., Stack, 2005), but, did not define the parameters of repeated
exposure. Therefore, we elected to utilize four suicide news articles describing four unique
deaths, assuming that repeated exposure to any suicide content would lead to an effect. It is
possible that the effect is only observable when a specific suicide is repeatedly covered in news
media, rather than inundation with a variety of suicide news content. Another consideration is
that much of the widespread coverage of suicides in the news media is focused on celebrity
suicides, and indeed, previous researchers have suggested that the effect may only be relevant for
celebrity deaths (e.g., Stack, 2003), in part due to the type and nature of celebrity death coverage.
For instance, the coverage of Robin Williams’s death made the front page of many national
newspapers, was pervasive, with different sources providing information over the subsequent
days and weeks and provided more information over time regarding the method of suicide and
Williams’s history with mental and physical illness. This example is fairly typical of how
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celebrity suicides are covered by the media and recent research has even demonstrated an
increase in suicidal behavior following Williams’s death (i.e., Fink, Santaella-Tenorio, & Keyes,
2018). Therefore, it is suggested that future researchers attempt to mimic realistic media
portrayal by considering both the type (i.e., repeated exposure to the same suicide news story)
and the focus (e.g., celebrity deaths) of coverage.
It is also possible that our different pattern of results compared to observational research
is not a result of flawed methodology on our part; rather, media coverage of suicide may not
have a causal impact on suicides that occur afterward. Although observational research points to
an increase in suicidal behavior following media coverage of suicide, these studies are typically
unable to assess whether those individuals who subsequently died by suicide had actually read
the suicide news articles. It remains possible that a third variable is responsible for the increase
in suicidal behavior that follows media coverage, such as something occurring in society that
could be leading to an increase in suicidal behavior (e.g., financial crisis).
Implications
Overall, observational research seems to point to an increase in suicides following wellpublicized suicide news articles; however, none of the existing experimental designs (i.e.,
Anestis et al., 2015; Williams & Witte, 2017; and the current study) have demonstrated any
important effects of exposure to suicide news articles. An abundance of observational research
continues to be conducted, seeming to demonstrate the same findings (i.e., an increase in suicidal
behavior following news reports of suicide). However, we still do not have direct evidence of a
causal relationship between exposure to suicide news articles and subsequent suicidal behavior.
In order to address this gap and eliminate redundant observational studies, researchers should
consider what types of improvements can be made to both experimental and observational
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designs to clarify whether a causal relationship exists. One possible consideration for an
experimental design would be to assess the impact of suicide news articles among only actively
vulnerable individuals (e.g., currently suicidal, depressed). Should this study demonstrate no
effect of exposure to suicide news articles, even among those who are at elevated risk for suicide,
it would call into question the veracity of the imitative effect. Regarding future observational
studies, researchers should attempt to determine whether those who die by suicide following
suicide media reports had actually been exposed to these media reports. Although this was
virtually impossible in the early days of this research, the advent of electronic media makes it
more feasible to determine exposure (e.g., by examining a decedent’s browser history). Should a
study fail to find a high likelihood of actual exposure to suicide media reports among suicide
decedents, this would also call into question the veracity of the imitative effect and would be
more consistent with a spurious relationship between media reporting on suicide and subsequent
increases in suicidal behavior.
Although future research is needed to completely illuminate the relationship between
suicide news articles and suicidal behavior, it is ultimately plausible that suicide news articles are
not actually causing suicidal behavior. Given this possibility, it will be imperative to approach
the dialogue with the journalists and the media in a different manner. Specifically, there are other
reasons to be mindful when reporting on suicides, aside from the potential for an imitative effect.
Namely, insensitive, graphic articles about recent suicides can negatively impact suicide
survivors (i.e. people who have lost loved ones to suicide) as well as those with a history of
suicidal behavior themselves. For instance, utilization of a graphic photo (e.g., bloody ground,
body bags) might be unnecessarily disturbing and have little journalistic value. Additionally,
journalists may also be encouraged to highlight prevention resources, such as the National
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Suicide Prevention Lifeline number, in order to promote awareness.
Conclusion
The design of our study successfully addressed many of the limitations of the two
previous experimental designs, by increasing the potency of the suicide news articles and
utilizing empirically sound and sensitive assessment measures. Although we only observed
differences in affect following exposure to suicide news articles, our study provided important
information about the immediate effects of exposure to suicide news articles among a relatively
low-risk population as well as considerations for future experimental designs. Given the
abundance of observational research on the impact of suicide news articles on imitative suicidal
behavior, it is important to shift focus from observational designs to novel methodologies that
can help account for the discrepancy between observational and experimental research and,
should an effect be determined, ultimately help guide recommendations for reporting suicide.
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Table 1. Demographics
Control
(n = 193)

Suicide
(n = 191)

Total
(N = 384)a

Sex
Male
Female
Other Sex

22.80% (n = 44)
76.68% (n = 148)
0.52% (n = 1)

27.75% (n = 53)
71.73% (n = 137)
0.52% (n = 1)

27.17% (n = 97)
72.27% (n = 285)
0.56% (n = 2)

Race
American Indian/
Alaskan native
Asian
Black
White

0.52% (n = 1)
4.66% (n = 9)
9.84% (n = 19)
84.97% (n = 164)

1.05% (n = 2)
3.66% (n = 7)
7.33% (n = 14)
87.96% (n = 168)

0.78% (n = 3)
4.17% (n = 16)
8.59% (n = 33)
86.46% (n = 332)

Ethnicity
Hispanic/Latino
7.25% (n = 14)
Non-Hispanic/Latino 92.75% (n = 179)

2.09% (n = 4)
97.91% (n = 187)

4.69% (n = 18)
95.31% (n = 366)

Relationship Status
Single
In a relationship
Living with partner
Engaged
Married
Widowed

61.66% (n = 119)
36.27% (n = 70)
0.52% (n = 1)
0.00% (n = 0)
1.04% (n = 2)
0.52% (n = 1)

61.78% (n = 118) 61.72% (n = 237)
33.51% (n = 64) 34.90% (n = 134)
2.62% (n = 5)
1.56% (n = 6)
0.52% (n = 1)
0.26% (n = 1)
1.57% (n = 3)
1.30% (n = 5)
0.00% (n = 0)
0.26% (n = 1)

Academic Major
Psychology
Non-Psychology

10.36% (n = 20) 12.04% (n = 23) 11.20% (n = 43)
89.64% (n = 173) 87.96% (n = 168) 88.80% (n = 341)

GPA
4.00
9.84% (n = 19)
9.42% (n = 18)
3.50-3.99
32.12% (n = 62) 32.98% (n = 63)
3.00-3.49
37.31% (n = 72) 35.60% (n = 68)
2.50-2.99
15.54% (n = 30) 18.32% (n = 35)
2.00-2.49
4.66% (n = 9)
3.14% (n = 6)
Below 2.00
0.52% (n = 1)
0.52% (n = 1)
a
Note. Demographic data is missing for 36 participants

42

9.64% (n = 37)
32.55% (n = 125)
36.46% (n = 140)
16.93% (n = 65)
3.91% (n = 15)
0.52% (n = 2)

Table 2. Prevalence of Lifetime Experiences
Control

Suicide

Total

Lifetime Suicidal Ideation

37.37% (n = 72)

41.58% (n = 79)

39.43% (n = 151)

Lifetime Attempt
Lifetime Plan
Lifetime Non-Suicidal Self-Injury
Lifetime exposure to acquaintance suicide
Lifetime exposure to friend/family suicide

3.14% (n = 6)
9.42% (n = 18)
17.28% (n = 33)
60.94% (n = 117)
19.27% (n = 37)

1.58% (n = 3)
5.26% (n = 10)
14.14% (n = 27)
61.78% (n = 118)
16.84% (n = 32)

2.36% (n = 9)
7.35% (n = 28)
15.71% (n = 60)
61.36% (n = 235)
18.06% (n = 69)
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Table 3. Order Effects
Unstandardized Beta

t

p

D/S-IAT
Conditiona
Order
Condition*Order

0.10
-0.44
-0.07

0.57
-2.53
-0.30

.57
.01
.77

CES-Db
Conditiona
Order
Condition*Order

-0.68
-0.81
1.12

-1.00
-1.17
1.16

.31
.24
.25

SOSS-SF Stigma
Conditiona
Order
Condition*Order

0.95
1.92
-0.85

1.07
2.14
-0.68

.29
.03
.50

SOSS-SF Isolation/Depressionb
Conditiona
Order
Condition*Order

-0.48
0.08
0.34

-1.35
0.23
0.68

.18
.82
.49

SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalizationb
Conditiona
0.90
2.05
.04
Order
0.03
0.07
.94
Condition*Order
-0.61
-0.97
.33
Note. D/S-IAT: Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task D Score; CES-D: Center for
Epidemiological Studies-Depression Subscale; SOSS: Stigma of Suicide Scale-Short Form.
a
Conditions were coded as Control = 0, Suicide = 1. bThese variables were fenced to manage
outliers.
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Table 4. Pooled means from Hypotheses 1 through 4
Controla
(n = 207)

Suicidea
(n = 213)

dControl-Suicideb

0.62
Change in Positive Affect
-2.65
-5.85
-0.71
Change in Negative Affect
-2.83
0.20
-0.06
DSI-SS
0.30
0.34
b
0.05
CES-D
7.50
7.31
-0.02
D/S-IAT
-0.51
-0.48
-0.10
SOSS-SF Stigma
18.21
18.85
b
0.11
SOSS-SF Isolation/Depression
17.06
16.77
b
-0.17
SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalization
7.52
8.10
Note. DSI-SS: Depressive Symptom Inventory-Suicide Subscale; CES-D: Center for Epidemiological StudiesDepression Scale; D/S-IAT: Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task D Score; SOSS-SF: Stigma of Suicide
Scale-Short Form. aConditions were coded as Control = 0, Suicide = 1; bEffect sizes were calculated from the raw,
original data, rather than the pooled results because pooled results do not provide standard deviations. cThese
variables were fenced to manage outliers.
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Table 5. Interactions between lifetime suicidality and condition
Unstandardized Beta

t

p

Change in Positive Affect
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

-3.39
0.20
0.24

-3.92
0.25
0.22

<.01
.80
.83

Change in Negative Affect
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

3.78
-1.48
-1.63

5.66
-2.46
-1.91

<.01
.01
.06

DSI-SS
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

-0.07
0.69
0.12

-0.51
5.17
0.63

.61
<.01
.53

CES-Dc
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

-0.81
3.89
0.38

-1.12
5.90
0.41

.26
<.01
.68

D/S-IAT
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

-0.16
0.27
0.26

-0.76
1.42
0.97

.45
.16
.33

SOSS-SF Stigma
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

1.49
-2.96
-1.07

1.45
-3.16
-0.81

.15
<.01
.42

SOSS-SF Isolation/Depressionc
Conditiona
Lifetime Suicidalityb
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition

0.06
0.24
-0.57

0.14
0.65
-1.07

.89
.52
.28

SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalizationc
Conditiona
0.42
0.84
.40
Lifetime Suicidalityb
1.02
2.21
.03
Lifetime Suicidality*Condition
-0.13
-0.20
.84
Note. DSI-SS: Depressive Symptom Inventory-Suicide Subscale; CES-D: Center for Epidemiological StudiesDepression Scale; D/S-IAT: Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task D Score; SOSS-SF: Stigma of Suicide ScaleShort Form. aConditions were coded as Control = 0, Suicide = 1; bLifetime Suicidality was coded as No = 0, Yes =1;
c
These variables were fenced to manage outliers.
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Table 6. Interactions between lifetime NSSI and condition
Unstandardized B
Change in Positive Affect
Conditiona
-1.60
Lifetime NSSIb
-0.73
Lifetime NSSI* Condition
-2.03

t

p

-1.18
-0.73
-1.38

.24
.46
.17

Change in Negative Affect
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

3.67
-1.10
-1.08

3.42
-1.42
-0.93

<.01
.16
.35

DSI-SS
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

0.29
0.45
-0.30

1.20
2.54
-1.13

.23
.01
.26

CES-Dc
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

0.14
3.64
-0.55

0.11
4.16
-0.43

.91
<.01
.67

D/S-IAT
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

-0.08
0.02
0.12

-0.25
0.10
0.33

.80
.92
.75

SOSS-SF Stigma
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

1.87
-3.20
-1.43

1.14
-2.61
-0.80

.25
.01
.42

SOSS-SF Isolation/Depressionc
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

-0.08
0.08
-0.27

-0.12
0.16
-0.37

.91
.88
.71

SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalizationc
Conditiona
Lifetime NSSIb
Lifetime NSSI* Condition

1.08
0.26
-0.79

1.30
0.44
-0.87

.20
.66
.38

Note. DSI-SS: Depressive Symptom Inventory-Suicide Subscale; CES-D: Center for Epidemiological StudiesDepression Scale; D/S-IAT: Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task D Score; SOSS-SF: Stigma of Suicide ScaleShort Form. aConditions were coded as Control = 0, Suicide = 1; bNSSI: Non-suicidal self-injury, variable was
coded as No = 0, Yes = 1; cThese variables were fenced to manage outliers.

47

Table 7. Interactions between lifetime exposure to suicide and condition
Unstandardized B
Change in Positive Affect
Conditiona
-2.93
b
Lifetime exposure
-0.07
Lifetime exposure* Condition
-0.49

t

p

-3.73
-0.09
-0.47

<.01
.93
.64

Change in Negative Affect
Conditiona
Lifetime exposureb
Lifetime exposure* Condition

3.46
0.25
-0.76

5.26
0.41
-0.88

<.01
.68
.38

DSI-SS
Conditiona
Lifetime exposureb
Lifetime exposure*Condition

0.12
-0.03
-0.13

0.63
-0.18
-0.52

.53
.86
.60

CES-Dc
Conditiona
Lifetime exposureb
Lifetime exposure* Condition

0.56
1.13
-1.30

0.76
1.63
-1.34

.45
.10
.18

D/S-IAT
Conditiona
Lifetime exposureb
Lifetime exposure* Condition

-0.05
-0.13
0.14

-0.27
-0.71
0.57

.79
.48
.57

SOSS-SF Stigma
Conditiona
Lifetime exposureb
Lifetime exposure* Condition

0.51
-1.34
0.20

0.52
-1.47
0.16

.60
.14
.88

SOSS-SF Isolation/Depressionc
Conditiona
Lifetime exposureb
Lifetime exposure* Condition

-0.32
0.32
0.07

-0.84
0.90
0.14

.40
.37
.89

SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalizationc
Conditiona
0.22
0.47
.64
Lifetime exposureb
-0.47
-1.06
.29
Lifetime exposure* Condition
0.61
0.97
.33
Note. DSI-SS: Depressive Symptom Inventory-Suicide Subscale; CES-D: Center for Epidemiological
Studies-Depression Scale; D/S-IAT: Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task D Score; SOSS-SF: Stigma
of Suicide Scale-Short Form. aConditions were coded as Control = 0, Suicide = 1; bNSSI: Non-suicidal
self-injury, variable was coded as No = 0, Yes = 1; cThese variables were fenced to manage outliers.
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Table 8. Pooled results without participants previously exposed to the campus suicide news article (N = 398)
Controlb
Suicideb
Mean (n)
sd
Mean (n)
sd
dControla
a
a
t
df
p
Suicide
Change in Positive Affect
5.87 15597
<.01
-2.63 (n = 205) 4.49 -5.77 (n = 188) 5.84
0.61
Change in Negative Affect
-7.06
7095
<.01
-2.86 (n = 205) 4.07
0.36 (n =188)
4.72
-0.73
DSI-SS
-0.24
2969
0.81
0.27 (n = 206)
0.94 0.32 (n = 191) 1.22
-0.05
c
CES-D
0.32
9518
0.75
7.47 (n = 196)
4.99 7.27 (n = 179) 4.59
0.04
D/S-IAT
-0.24
381
0.81
-0.53 (n = 185) 1.24 -0.51 (n = 168) 1.27
-0.02
SOSS-SF Stigma
-0.88
4888
0.38
18.22 (n = 202) 6.28 18.77 (n = 188) 6.51
-0.09
c
SOSS-SF Isolation/Depression
0.98 45044
0.33
17.05 (n = 204) 2.51 16.8 (n = 187) 2.50
0.10
c, d
SOSS-SF Glorification/Normalization
-1.96
6666
0.05
7.53 (n = 204)
3.14 8.15 (n = 186) 3.23
-0.19
Note. DSI-SS: Depressive Symptom Inventory-Suicide Subscale; CES-D: Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale; D/SIAT: Death/Suicide-Implicit Association Task D Score; SOSS-SF: Stigma of Suicide Scale-Short Form. aThese statistics are derived
from pooled data. bThese statistics are derived from the raw data. cThese variables were fenced in order to exclude outliers. d This
variable is the only effect that differs from the original sample.
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Table 9. Lifetime experiences predicting average relate to suicide decedent score among participants in the Suicide condition
Yesb
Nob
sd
Mean (n)
sd
dYes-Nob
ta
pa
Mean (n)
0.31
0.66
Lifetime suicide thoughts
4.87
< .01
1.54 (n = 71) 0.70 1.16 (n = 101)
1.29
(n
=
164)
0.48
0.43
Lifetime suicide plan
2.67
< .01
1.78 (n = 9)
1.13
0.54
1.74
Lifetime suicide attempt
0.81
0.42
1.63 (n = 2)
0.18 1.31 (n = 171)
0.48
0.38
Lifetime non-suicidal self-injury
2.39
0.02
1.57 (n = 23) 0.80 1.28 (n = 150)
0.36
0.29
Lifetime exposure to acquaintance suicide
1.60
0.11 1.37 (n = 107) 0.62 1.23 (n = 66)
1.26
(n
=
142)
0.48
0.49
Lifetime exposure to friend/family suicide
3.22
< .01 1.60 (n = 30) 0.73
a
b
These statistics are derived from pooled data. These statistics are derived from the raw data.
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Appendix A-Experimental, Suicide News Articles
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Appendix B- Control, neutral non-suicide related articles
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