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Reporting Newsworthy Suicides

Like many who admired his work, I was saddened to read of the death of David Wallace and his wife ("Eminent Architect Dies in Double Suicide" 7/20/04).  I was furthered saddened to learn that both had completed suicide.

Given Mr. Wallace’s stature and the comparative rarity of "double suicides," I understand why this tragic situation would receive significant media attention.  However, the nature of the Inquirer’s coverage of this event raises a number of concerns from a suicide prevention perspective.

First, the article appeared on the front page.  Second, the article featured a fairly detailed description of the method by which the couple ended their lives.  Third, the article made no effort to put the deaths into the context of suicides among elders, which are increasing and have been called a “silent epidemic.”

A number of organizations have offered guidelines for coverage of suicide based on the role of the media in “copycat suicides” or suicide contagion.  These are acts by vulnerable, high-risk individuals, which are, in part, motivated by how suicides are presented by the media.

In 2001, the Annenberg Public Policy Center teamed with national suicide prevention organizations and issued “Reporting on Suicide: Recommendations for the Media.”  Among the practices explicitly discouraged are placing stories about suicide on the front page or at the top of a broadcast and including specifics regarding the means employed.

Suicides involving prominent persons, public circumstances, multiple deaths, or the very young are generally considered newsworthy.  The Wallaces’ deaths fell into two of these categories and merited coverage.  However, front-page treatment was not at all necessary.

Of far greater concern is the detailed description given of the lethal means that the Wallaces employed to complete suicide: "Police said that the couple were found...with plastic bags on their heads.  They had apparently taken alcohol mixed with crushed pills."

This reference was not essential to reporting this loss.  Moreover, given that some may see these deaths as "rational suicides" (Mrs. Wallace was on Hospice; Mr. Wallace had cancer) some circumspection was in order.

So-called "copycat suicides" do occur and are not limited to youths.  It is to be hoped that the Inquirer would not have described the means used in reporting a high profile teen suicide.  The same judgment should have applied here.

Lastly, the Wallaces, Mr. Wallace in particular, were in an age group at high risk of suicide, a fact that is not well known by the general public.  In the US, based on data from the Centers for Disease Control, someone over 65 completes suicide every 90 minutes – 16 such deaths every day.  Elders account for one-fifth of all suicides, but represent only about 12% of the population.  White males over age 85 have a suicide rate six times higher than the national average.

Statewide, according to the Pennsylvania Department of Health, there were more than 1200 suicides by individuals 65 and over from 1997-2001 and less than 400 such losses by those 19 or younger.  Elder suicides occur more than three times as frequently as those of teens.  This same pattern prevails in southeastern Pennsylvania where elders accounted for more than 18% of all suicides in the same period and youths represented less than 6% of the losses.

The point is not that greater numbers make elder suicides more distressing than those occurring at the opposite end of the age spectrum.  Rather the point is that the Inquirer, having chosen to highlight the deaths of Mr. and Mrs. Wallace, could have used this coverage to inform its readers about the little known incidence of suicide in the “golden years.”

The Inquirer could have noted that frailty makes the elderly less likely to survive suicide attempts.  Also it could have mentioned that greater social isolation makes it less likely that elders engaging in suicidal acts will be discovered in time to save their lives.

With the accelerating "aging" of our society we must pay more attention to elder suicide and how we treat it in the media.  Suicide prevention is obviously not the primary job of the media.  Nonetheless, the media can play a powerful role in educating the community about this preventable problem.

