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In 2016 and 2017, the suicide rate in Colombia went up
from 5.20 to 5.72, respectively. The same trend was
observed for the State of Magdalena for the same
period with anincrease in the rates that went from 3.37
in 2016 and 4.27 per one hundred thousand
inhabitants in 20172, The suicide rate in the State of
Magdalena occupies third place among the
departments of the Colombian Caribbean region®.

Suicidal behavior is related to a broad set of variables
or determinants that interact in a complex manner3*.
From the perspective of public health, a number of
measures have been deemed effective for early
detection and adequate management of depressive
episodes. These include, restricted access to suicide
methods, appropriate monitoring of suicide attempt
cases, and discreet reporting of such events in the
media®®.

In the State of Magdalena, the mass media tends to
cover stories about people who commit suicide using
sensationalist means. This is far removed from the
recommendations made by the World Health
Organization and other national mental health
organizations on how to cover such news’?. For several
decades now, we have known about the positive and
negative effects that can be observed according to how
suicide stories are handled in the media’!%.

The most frequently studied negative or risk effect is
the phenomenon of copycat suicide, commonly known
as the Werther effect, after the literary work of Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, “The Sorrows of Young
Werther.” On the other hand, we have the positive or
protective effect of the reduction of self-harm behavior
based on news that presents some individuals' decision
to desist from committing suicide. This effect is called
the Papageno effect, named after the opera character
in “The Magic Flute” by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.
Papageno was contemplating suicide when three child-

spirits convinced him otherwise, and, following this, his
wish to get married and have many children came
true®?,

The reporting of suicide events in the media does not,
in any way, reflect the official rate. It could be
considered that this mercantilist handling of suicidal
behavior in the media in Santa Marta and the State of
Magdalena is something proper to parts of the
developing world. However, it is evident that the
inappropriate handling of suicide related news also
occurs in cities and countries with higher levels of
financial and technological development®.

Below are a number of guidelines on how to handle
news about suicide in the media’*3:

1. Avoid excess coverage by giving excess
prominence, repeating stories, or the use of
scandalous headlines.

2. Use moderate language, reducing sensationalism,
or present constrictive solutions to the
management of vital problems.

3. Avoid giving simplistic or superficial reasons for
suicide such as suicide being the result of a single
cause or event, or blaming social networks, etc.

4.  Elude providing details on the place and method
of suicide; in particular, those that can be novel or
innovative, as well as photographs that can
render the person popular or that show striking
graphic representations.

5. Facilitate information on where to go to seek
help.

6. Educate the public in relation to the reality,
myths, and strategies for the prevention of
suicide and the stigma and discrimination
associated to it.
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7. Present cases on the management of stressful
situations or suicidal thinking and how to ask for
either informal or professional help.

8. Have especial care in the display of the suicide of
celebrities.

9. Beespecially careful when interviewing survivors:
grieving partners, friends or relatives.

10. Consider that the handling of these topics may
negatively affect professionals in the media. It is
recommended that such topics should be handled
by health journalists and not journalist
specializing in crime and violence.

Today, many of the triggers for suicide are as yet
unknown®*, However, it is important to implement all
the strategies that have proved to be useful in some
way as preventative measures for public health’1°. The
media can help to prevent suicidal behaviour®®,
however, this requires both government regulation
and the self-regulation of the media outlets as a form
of the real and verifiable expression of their social
commitment, their respect for human rights, and their
interest in collective well-being*.

Suicide has an immeasurable negative impact in
different spheres and contexts: relatives, friends,
communities, and society in general. Thus, any
measure that can save even just one life has to be
considered necessary®.
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