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Introduction

The media can play a powerful role in educating the public about suicide prevention. Stories about
suicide can inform readers, listeners and viewers about the likely causes of suicide, its warning signs,
sources of help and advice, trends in suicide rates, and recent treatment advances. They can also
highlight opportunities to prevent suicide. Media stories about individual deaths by suicide may be
newsworthy and need to be covered, but they also have the potential to do harm. Implementation of
recommendations for media coverage of suicide has been shown to decrease suicide rates. There is

evidence that sensitive media coverage of suicide can help to save lives.

Although many countries have already begun to address the problem of reporting suicide in the
mainstream media, and have formulated voluntary Codes of Ethics to govern guide such reporting, the
Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA) found that there was a need to raise awareness among media

professionals in Sri Lanka about the importance of reporting suicides sensitively needed to be raised.

CPA worked in close collaboration with The PressWise Trust for this project. Set up in 1993, this media
ethics charity, based in the United Kingdom, has undertaken research and training on a variety of

media issues in the UK and elsewhere and, over recent years, has developed special expertise on

Suicide Sensitive Journalism worldwide.

The CPA study of media coverage in Sri Lanka was conducted from March-May 2003. As part of its
programme of activities, CPA invited the Director of PressWise Trust (UK), Mr. Mike Jempson, for two
workshops in Sri Lanka based on the draft version of the report written by Mr. Sunanda Deshapriya

(Head, Media Unit, CPA) and Mr. Sanjana Hattotuwa (Coordinator, Media Unit, CPA).



Workshop in Colombo

The first workshop on suicide sensitive journalism took place on 23 August 2003 at Hotel Renuka in
Colombo. Participants to this workshop were drawn from a spectrum of mainstream and alternative

media, covering both print and electronic media.

After presentation by Mr. Mike Jempson and Mr. Sunanda Deshapriya, participants were encouraged to
participate in the discussions which centred on examples of suicides reporting in the mainstream
media. It was agreed that given the history and culture of suicide coverage in Sri Lanka, media
professionals needed to develop their capacity to report with sensitivity, respecting the emotions of
those connected with the story and readers, listeners or viewers who might have experienced similar

traumas.
Drawing from the report prepared by CPA, participants discussed the following issues:
Evidence of a tendency towards extreme sensationalism in reporting suicides.

The media in Sri Lanka is aware that the country has one of the highest suicide rates in the
world, but seems to be unable or unwilling to explore the root causes. This inability or
unwillingness has resulted in a media which is numb to the effects of sensational and
irresponsible reporting. Coverage of the complexissues associated with suicide is extremely

rare.

Every single article on suicide in the newspapers monitored clearly specified the method used
in each case. There seems to be a trend towards use of vivid and explicit detail when reporting

suicide methods.

The mainstream media seem happy to rely upon offering a single, simple cause as an
explanation of suicide. Little or no interest is shown in exploring the series of events and

personal circumstances that led to a suicide.

Coroner’s Reports or Police Reports are the primary sources of information for media stories
about suicide. It is almost impossible to find any article in the mainstream media that goes
beyond these primary sources of information, and examines the circumstances of from an

analytical perspective.

Atendency to downplay the seriousness of suicides. Some headlines appear to treat suicides
lightly - a starkreminder of the incapacity of mainstream media to handle suicide reports with

sensitivity.

According to the majority of reports on suicide the most common suicide methods are the

consumption of pesticides, hanging or jumping in front of an on-coming train.



Many of the reports reveal the exact details of the method used in attempted or actual
suicides; including the name of the pesticide, the location, the ingredients of a fatal
concoction etc — details which could have easily been left out. There appears to be little or

no appreciation of the effects of such reporting.

Atendency in the print media to announce the cause and method of a suicide in the headline.
This has the inadvertent and undesirable effect of promoting suicide as a solution to certain

problems.

During the course of the discussion, participants deliberated on whether the market forces had arole
to play in the portrayal of suicides in the media. While the English and Tamil media believed that
market forces did not have an impact on the reportage of suicides, the Sinhala press believed that it

had a key role to play.

Using the story of the suicide of a teenage girl in the UK, Mike engaged participants on the best

practices of reporting suicide. In particular, attention was given to the following guidelines:

1. Avoid sensational headlines, images and language

2. Publicising details of suicide methods can encourage imitation
Avoid speculation, especially about ‘celebrity’ suicides

Suicide is a complex issue, often linked to mental illness
Consider context — suicides in institutions deserve investigation
Challenge ‘myths’ about suicide

Censorship or misinformation about suicide is helpful

Put people in touch with suicide prevention agencies
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Journalists are vulnerable too — support colleagues

All participants were given copies of the draft report on Suicide Sensitive Journalism and were asked to

provide feedback on the report in time for its final publication.



Workshop in Jaffna

The second workshop on suicide sensitive journalism took place on 2 7" August 2003 at Bastians Hotel

inJaffna. Participants to this workshop were drawn from a spectrum of mainstream media in the region.
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Mr. Mike Jempson with translator
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Some participants at the workshop

Most of the points discussed reflected the issuesbrought up in Colombo. Mike Jempson was aided in
his presentation by two other resource persons from Jaffna, who gave presentations in Tamil on
suicides in the North-East and the problem of psychological trauma faced by many inhabitants in the

region.



Media Coverage of the Workshops

Media’s contribution to
increasing suicides

by Madira Gunatilleke

ost of Sinhala lan

newspapers do not

er feelings of relatives oE
victims_when publishing suicide
cases. The same news reports pub-
lish descriptions of suicide methods
not acknowledging the complexi-
ties of sui:ida]%ehavinun Most of
the time the news reports rarely
provide information about where
help and advice can be found,
admitted several local journalists
who took part in a workshop on
‘Suicide sensitive journalism’ held
in Colombo recently.

During the workshop the partici-
pants raised a number of questions
on different styles used by Sinhala
language newspapers 1o Feport sii-
cide cases. Several Sinhala reports
which carried dilferent types of sui-
cide cases were examined during
the workshop, A study done by the
Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
on the same subject was also pre-
sented to the journalists to develop
a " Suicide-sensitive journalism
handbook’,

According to the study, the ten-
dency wwards an exireme sensa-
tionalism when reporting is ewvi-
dent. Articles which deal with the
complex issues surrounding suoi-
cides are extremely rare. BEvery
article on suicide in the néwspa.
pers monitorad clearly stated the
method used in the particular sui-
cide. In fact there seems to be a
tendency to be as clear as poszsible
when reporting the method.
Mainstream media show no inter-
est in exploring the series of events
that led to the suicide but instead
explain the suicide az a result of a
single event or ot best o simplistic
chain of events, the report says.

The coromer's reports or police

thim’;

reports are the primary sources of
information for media reports on
- suicide. Tt is almost Impossible to

*find any article in the mainstream |

media reporting suicides that goes
beyond these primary sources of
information and examines the
cause for the suicide in an analyti-
cal perspective. Another common
phenomenon are headhines that
take suicides lightly - mainstream
media shows a tendency to down-
play the seriousness of suicides,

This in turn 15 a stark reminder of
the incapacity of mainstream
media to sensitively report suicides,
says the report.

According to the-same findings
many of the reports Iy explain
the method used in the suicide ar
suicide attempt. The name of the
pesticide, the location, the detailed
method, the ingredients of a fatal
concoction are all laid bare, with
little or no understanding of the
effect of such reporting. These
details could have casily been taken
ot of the reports.

Another clear tendency is for arti-
¢les on suicides to report the osten-
sible cause and methoed in the head-
line itself. This has the inadvertent
and undesirable effect of promot-
ing suicide as a solution to certain
problems. For instance “man com-
mils suicide because his wife left
woman commits  suicide
because husband abuses her’, 'stu-
dent takes cyvanide and dies
because her friends got to know
about her secret love affair’, * moth-
er kills child and then takes poison
herself’, “lover takes poison after
argument’,

Sensationalism, fabrication of
true events, male centric perspec-
tive, false heroism, crroncous por-
traval of love, lack of sensitivity to
victims or the families of the vie-

Daily News 15" September 2003

tims, no exploration of alternatives
and suicide portrayed as solution 1o
cértain problems and an act of
martyrdom are some of the salient
points that were observed in two
suicide cases (where a boy killed
his girlfriend, her father and killed
himself and a story of a woman
who killed herself inside Inland
Fisheries Department) appeared in
one of the leading Sinhala medium
newspaper recently.

According to some useful guide-
lines developed by the PressWise
Trust with the contribution of jour-
nalists, sensitive reporting includes
consideration for the feelings of rel-
atives, avoiding dewiled descrip-
tions of suicide methods, acknowl-
edging the complexities of suicidal
behaviour, providing information
about where help and advice can be
found, acknowledging that sudden
death creates problems [or family
and friends.

The same guidelines say that pub-
licising details of suicide methods
can encourage imitation. It is also
recommended to avoid speculation,
especially about "celebrity sui-
cides’,

The media can play a powarful
role in educating the public about
suicide prevention, Stories about
suicide can inform  readers and
viewers about the likely causes of
suicide, its warning sipns, teends in
suicide rates, and recent treatment
advances, They can also highlizht
opportunities to prevent suicide,
Media stories about individual
deaths by suicide may be newswor-
thy and need to be covergd, but
they aleo have the potential 1o do
harm.

Implementation of recommenda-
tions for media coverage of suicide -
has been shoown to decrease suicide
rates.
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Annex 1

Participants list for workshop in Colombo

23" August 2003

Name

Organisation

Contact Details

Sunanda Deshapriya

Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
24/2, 28" Lane,

off Flower Road

Colombo 7

sdeshapriva@sltnet.lk
0777-312457

Sanjana Hattotuwa

Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
24/2, 28" Lane,

off Flower Road

Colombo 7

vajitha@yahoo.com
0777-411330

Lionel Guruge

Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
24/2, 28" Lane,
off Flower Road

cpa@sri.lanka.net

Colombo 7

Uvindu Kurukulasuriya Ravaya uvinda@journalist.com

Jayasiri Jayasekara Ravaya 2851672 — 3

S. Seneviratne ANCL 072-2146459
034-2281107

T. Rohana Neerawardene ANCL 034-2281107

Nial abeysinghe NGO 032-63235

Daya Liyanaratne ANCL 034 — 81986

0712-749682

Priyantha Pradeep

ABC Network

ppranasinghe@yahoo.c

Ranasinghe om
0777-387478
2346875

Kumari Gamage Lake House

Deepa Navimana Aththa 074-614725

Athula Withanage ABC Radio athulawith@yahoo.com
074-799777
2346875 (F)
2540815 (H)

Ganasiri Koththigoda Haraya 2430621
2305963 (F)

M.S. Selvendran PPF ppf@slt.lk
2812649

Buddhika Kumari ANCL 2429242 [ 2429243

Brahkmanage

G.K. Samantha Weerasiri ANCL 0777-871210




Quintus Colombage

SEDEC

quintus colombage@ya
hoo.com

I.LA.D.K. llleperuma

National Institute of Education

2851301
2851300

Chaminda Niroshan

Upali Newspapers Ltd

0777-789264
2344253 (F)

Hemantha Randun Divaina 0777 380454
2344253 (F)
Ms. Nadira Gunatilleke Daily News 0777-761140
2429210 (F)
K. Palmohan Thinakkural 2522555

Mrs. Krishni [fham

Express Newspapers Ltd (Virakesari)

2320881-3, 2320927
2448205 (F)

B.M. Murshideen

Nawamani (Freelanka Newspapers
Ltd)

0777-388149, 074-
204765 (F)
murshideen@hotmail.co
m

Srilal Seneviratne

Ravaya

2851672 — 3




Annex 2

Participants list for workshop in Jaffna

27" August 2003

Name

Organisation

Contact Details

Sunanda Deshapriya

Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
24/2, 28" Lane,

off Flower Road

Colombo 7

sdeshapriva@sltnet.lk
0777-312457

Sanjana Hattotuwa

Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
24/2, 28" Lane,

off Flower Road

Colombo 7

vajitha@yahoo.com
0777-411330

wn

. Sivapalan

Thinakkural

021-222-2127
021-2223735 (Fax)

S. Selvasaseepan

Thinakkural Jaffna

021-222-2127
021-2223735 (Fax)

P. Jehan

Thinakkural Jaffna

021-222-2127
021-2223735 (Fax)

K. Prasanthan

Namath Eehanadu

021-222-5107 [ 3922

V. Thavashelvam I.B.C Rdio 0777-311380
T. Nimalan JJA 070-212570
R. Jeyakumar JIA 070-212736

S. Someetharan

Srinihar andNortheastern Herald

0777-843961
someeth@hotmail.com

S. Arulselvan

UNESCO Consultant, MRTC, University of
Jaffna

0777-266080

S. Kathirgama

North Sri Lanka Journalists Association

021-222-3562

M.K. Jeevagatha

Virakesari

0777-111494
021-222-2730

A.N.S. Thiruchelvam

Lake House

0777-143022

A. Satchithananthan

SLBC Provincial Correspondence (Jaffna)

021-222-2127
021-222-3735

R. Sarveswara

Eezhanadu (Paper)

021-222-5107




P. Nagolan

Eezhanadu (Paper)

021-222-5107

S. Joseph Bala HUDEC 021-222-2571
T. Premananth Uthayan 021-222-2030
S. Vasanthukumar Uthayan 021-222-2030
G. Kenneth Aathma




