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Suicide in Hong Kong
Suicide & the Media: conceptual frameworks and theories
Media reporting in Hong Kong

Case study: Celebrity suicide and news reporting
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Suicide, Crime and the Media

B The act of suicide was decriminalized in Hong Kong

B But, the acts of homicide-suicide and assisting suicide (e.qg.
suicide pacts or through media??) are criminal

B Please read

— OFFENCES AGAINST THE PERSON ORDINANCE - SECT
33A/33B (http://www.hklii.org) for details
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Suicide Rate
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Suicide Rate

Suicide rates by age group in HK 1981-2006
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Homicide-Suicide in Hong Kong
|

B 23l1died in 98 episodes, from 1989 to 2005

B The majority of offenders: male (68.7%) and aged 30-49
(62.6%).

B Spouses (46.5%) and children (47.5%) were predominantly
the victims.

B The common killing methods: chopping with weapons
(33.3%) and charcoal burning (22.2%).

B Four major “classes”: dispute, conflicts in a relationship,
altruistic, and mental illness.

Yip PS, Wong PW, Cheung YT, Chan KS, Beh SL., (2009) An empirical study of characteristics and types of homicide-suicides in Hong Kong,
1989-2005., J Affect Disord. 2009 Jan;112(1-3):184-92
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Warning

You may be disturbed by the following slide
contained scenes of suicide death.

You may choose to close your eyes or leave
this room for a while.
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Media and Suicidal Behaviour

“...There is an onus on media professionals to exercise
caution in reporting suicide, and to balance imperatives like
the public’s ‘right to know’ against the risk of causing
harm.”

Preventing Suicide: A Resource for Media Professionals,
World Health Organization
“Journalists should recognize that gathering and reporting
Information may cause harm or discomfort. Pursuit of the
news is not a license for arrogance.”

Minimize Harm, Code of Ethics,
Society of Professional Journalists
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Media and Suicidal Behaviour

“No fact is better established in science than that suicide is
often committed from imitation. A single paragraph may

suggest suicide to 20 persons.”
- Brigham, 1845

“In short, certain as the contagion of suicide is from individual to
individual, imitation never seems to propagate it so as to affect
the social suicide-rate. "

- Durkheim, 1897
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The Sorrows of Young Werther

J.W. v Goethe
Published 1774
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Suicide Instructions
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Media Influence on Suicidal Behaviour

B Extensive studies on the influence of media portrayal on

subsequent suicide rate (Bollen & Phillips, 1982; Durkheim, 1897;
Hawton et al., 2000; Hawton et al., 1999; Phillips, 1974; Schmidtke &
Hafner, 1988; Stack, 2003; Stack & Gundlach, 1992; Wasserman, 1984;
Yip et al., 2006);

B Positive association supported by meta-analyses (Stack,
2000, 2005);

B Some suggest to be “causality” (Hawton & Williams, 2005; Pirkis
& Blood, 2001);
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Factors contributing to suicide are complex
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Fig. | Life course influences on suicide.

Gunnell, D., & Lewis, G. (2005). Studying suicide from the life course perspective: implications for prevention. British
Journal of Psychiatry, 187, 206-208.
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Social Theory of Imitative Suicide

B Durkheim (1897)

— a process of automatic reproduction of other people’s behavior.

— it might exist among few individuals or in small geographical
circumstances, these suicides would have happened otherwise in
the absence of contagion and thus could not consequently be
reflected in the overall suicide statistics

B Tarde (1888)
— contrasted his view sharply with Durkheim’s notion of “sociologism,”

— psychological aspects of human behavior is also one of the basic
and essential focuses of sociological inquiry

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Social Theory of Imitative Suicide
|

B Stack (1987)

— Imitation is largely an exercise of inferior copying superior, say
famous people of good fame, celebrities or leaders;

— Front-page suicide stories, which represents a power of public
opinion, would trigger suicides in the real world;

— The upper class or elite are more apt to be imitated;

— Front-page stories about suicides of elite would have greater impact
on imitative suicides

— Theory of differential identification

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory In

Communication
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Fu, Chan & Yip (2009) Testing a Theoretical Model Based on Social Cognitive Theory for Media Influences on Suicidal

Ideation: Results from a Panel Study. Media Psychology. V12(1)
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Media Reporting of Suicide in Hong Kong
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Warning

You may be disturbed by the following slide
contained scenes of suicide death.

You may choose to close your eyes or leave
this room for a while.
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Reporting of Suicide News in Hong Kong
|

B Hong Kong'’s suicide reporting has been found to be
noncompliant with the WHO recommendations or
International best practices (Au et al., 2004)

B For examples:

— 47% of suicide deaths in Hong Kong were found to have newspaper
coverage in 2000 (Au et al., 2004), compared to only 1% in Australian
newspapers (Pirkis et al., 2007)

— While the WHO (2000) suggests not to publish photographs, 87.5% of
the Hong Kong newspapers contain pictorial presentation (Au et al.,
2004), compared to 14% in Australia (Pirkis et al., 2002) and 8% in
Switzerland (Michel et al., 2000)

Fu, K. W., & Yip, P. S. (2008). Changes in reporting of suicide news after the promotion of the WHO media recommendations.
Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior, 38(5), 631-636.

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Media misrepresentation
|

B Over-reporting of

younger age Hong Kong 2006

suicides and
under-reporting of Suicides  Newspaper
elderly suicides

B Across Hong Kong, Under15 2(0.2%) 10(2.2%)
Taiwan, and

251039 259(26.1%) 141(31.3%)
401059 373(37.6%) 141(31.3%)

>60  295(29.7%)  95(21.1%)

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention
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suicide and the Media:
Recommendatlonf;. or! ey
suicide Reporting (6]

Media F’rofessionals
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WHO’s Preventing Suicide: A Resource for Media

Professionals
http://www.who.int/mental_health/resources/suicide/en/index.html
|

B Take the opportunity to educate the public about suicide

B Avoid language which sensationalises or normalises suicide, or presents
it as a solution to problems

Avoid prominent placement and undue repetition of stories about suicide

B Avoid explicit description of the method used in a completed or
attempted suicide

Avoid providing detailed information about the site of a completed or
attempted suicide

Word headlines carefully

Exercise caution in using photographs or video footage
Take particular care in reporting celebrity suicides
Show due consideration for people bereaved by suicide
Provide information about where to seek help

Recognise that media professionals themselves may be affected by
stories about suicide

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Comparison of the suicide stories before (1/1/2004 to
8/11/2004) and after (9/11/2004 to 30/6/2006) the

Program, Both completed & attempted suicide stories
|

Before After x 2 ort-

the the test (p-

campaign campaign value)
Total number of suicide news 2110 3630 na
Average no. of suicide news per day 6.7 6.1 na
Front-page placement 1.9% 1.8% 0.394
Accompanying with photograph(s) 92.0% 90.7% <0.05
Accompanying with graphical presentation(s) 3.3% 3.3% 0.480
Mentioning suicide method in the headline 89.5% 90.4% 0.166
Mentioning problem encountered in the headline 65.9% 59.6% <0.000
Containing positive message(s) 4.9% 4.9% 0.526
Number of Chinese characters (mean) 375 386 0.137

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Findings
(Fu & Yip, 2008)
|

B Certain reporting styles were marginally changed in accordance with
the WHO recommendations; namely, lessened use of pictorial
presentation and headline mentioning the problem encountered by

the victim
B But there was no significant change in the other reporting items.
B Most of the changes attributed to the tabloid-style newspapers

(Apple Daily, The Sun & Oriental Daily).
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Celebrity Suicide
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The Effect of Celebrity Suicides

B Evidence shows a surge in the suicide rate or suicide
attempt follows the incidents of

— Celebrity death or suicides (Cheng, Hawton, Chen et al., 2007;
Cheng, Hawton, Lee, & Chen, 2007; Hawton et al., 2000;
Tousignant, Mishara, Caillaud, Fortin, & St Laurent, 2005; Yip & Fu,
2006)

— Publicized news stories of celebrity suicides (Phillips, 1974; Stack,
1987; Wasserman, 1984)

B Higher increases following the suicides of entertainers
(Stack, 1987; Wasserman, 1984)

B Age, gender or method-specific increases (Cheng, Hawton,
Lee et al., 2007; Fu & Yip, 2007; Yip & Fu, 2006)

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Celebrity Suicide in Honhg Kong

- The Death of Leslie Cheung

" TUNGSTAR
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Celebrity Suicide - Leslie Cheung

Hong Kong’s famous pop star Mr. Leslie Cheung, had

suffered from depression, died by jumping from a height on

1 April 2003.

Extensive media coverage of his death.

articles in the preceding week (25th March to 1st April)

1243 news articles (2nd to 9™ April 2003), compared to 12 news

Pop star Leslie Cheung dies in fall from Central hotel

-l..nl.ie Cheung Kwok-wing

Journalism and Media Studies Centre

Tommy Lewis and Niki Law

Pop star, actor and director
Leslie Cheung Kwok-wing
plunged to his death from the
Mandarin Oriental hotel in Cen-
tral in an apparent suicide last
night.
Cheung, 46 - star of the hit
1993 movie Farewell My Concu-
bine - fell from the 24th floor
window of the hotel and was
found lying in Connaught Road
at 6.41pm.

He was rushed to the Queen
Mary Hospital where he was cer-
tified dead on arrival.

Police found a suicide note,
his driver's licence, two credit
cards, a car key and a few thou-
sand dollars on his body.

Police refused t¢ disclose the
contents of the note but said his
death was believed to be due to
emotional problems.

As news of Cheung's death
emerged, young wamen fans ar-
rved and laid bouquets and
cards near the spot where his
body was found.

Cheung, who was gay and
lived with his banker lover in
Kadoorie Avenue, Ho Man Tin,
shot to fame when he was run-

HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention

ner-up in ATV's Asian Music
Contest in 1976.

Friends and colleagues last
night expressed shock and sad-
ness over the star's death.

“l know that he had com-
plained of feeling sick a while
ago. But after going to the doctor
his condition improved,” said
Kelvin Wong, general manager of
the Chinese music division of
Universal Music.

“Everything is in a state of
chaos now. There were no signs
that he was emotionally dis-
turbed.”

Mr Wong said that in the past

few months, Cheung had been
composing and recording songs
for his new CD, which was to be
released later this year.

Stephen Chan Chi-wan, assis-
tant general manager of TVB,
said that the station would call a
meeting this morning to arrange
for programmes commemorat-
ing the star's life to be
aired.

Cheung was nominated best
actor for Inmer Senses at the
Hong Kong Film Awards due to
take place on Sunday.

B Life and times - C&
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FindiNngs (Yip et al, 2006)

B An unusual, relatively short lived, rise in suicide cases In
April 2003 in males, aged 25-39, who committed suicide

by jumping from a height following the suicide death of
Leslie Cheung;

B Info from suicide notes and investigation files suggests that
celebrity suicide could have a longer-term impact on some

people;
B Modeling effect based on the characteristics of the model
(male and aged 25-39) and the actual suicide method

(Jumping);

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Information from suicide notes and death
Investigation files

M 13 casesin 2003 in which the death of Cheung was mentioned in
either a suicide note (5 cases) or records of the police
Investigation (8 cases). In one case there was mention in both
sources.

B The cases occurred between April and October 2003.

B Among these 13 cases, nine were male and six of these were
aged 25—-39 years.

B Four individuals expressed their suicidal intentions implicitly or
explicitly by mentioning their desire either “to accompany
Cheung” or “to follow his way to exit” (Cases 6, 10, 11 and 12).
The remaining three individuals included people with life
problems (Cases 8 and 9) and general distress (Case 13).

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Info. from suicide notes and investigation files

Case no. Month  MF Ape Suicide Explanations in suicide notes Explanations in case noles

method
| Apr M 2519 CO poisoning “Have wou heard that Cheung jumped off a
buill ding ™ and “Yes, even a celebrity like Cheung
can choose to die™ he said.
2 Apr M 2519 Jumping “Cheung is so rich and has reputation and social
status, But still he chooses to die” he said.
3 Apr vl 4)—-59 Jumping “A rich man like Cheung choosss to die when he
15 depressed, 50 apoar man like mecan”t live anvy
longer.™ he sad
4 Apr F 4159 COpoisomng “A nch man hke Cheung s 50
unhappy and chooses to die™

5 Apr I 459 CO potsomng “A rich and depressed man hike  He was unhappy over lis wdol™s death, He smd he
Cheung commits sucide. Why was depressed like Cheung and felt so
not a poor and depressed person uncombortable and paimful.
hke me™

L Pl v F 41-549 Hangzing I think hifei1s s0 meamneless and
Cheung's act 15 50 brave, Pahaps
it 15 the way of myvfnal exit ... "

7 Jun F 4—-59 CO poisoning She was discharged from hospital and was
disturbed by SARS and Cheung's suicide, She
said even a nch man like Cheung chose to die.

-] Jun % | 2510 Hanginge The deceased mentiomed the death of Cheung in
his letier,

a Jul % | 41549 OO poisoning The deceased had kept some newspaper chppings
about Cheung s suicide.

10 Sep % Hi-—-59 Jumping I go to another world, Cheung,

[ will be thers™

il Sep % | 2510 Jumping He had mentionad that he would choose the same
way as Cheung.

12 Ot % | 25310 Hanging “Crood bye, evervone, | am going

to accompany Cheunge. Don't be
unhappy for me”
i3 Ot F 2510 CO poisoning She was Cheung's fan. From the beginmng of

Source: Yip et al (2006)

April
apparent reason,

che was sleepless and cyving for no



Long-term impact on suicidal ideation

(Fu & Yip, 2007)
|

B Face-to-face household survey
between 1 December 2003 and 4
July 2004

B Participants — 2,016 people aged
between 20 and 59

B Response rate = 62%

B Self-report booklet for sensitive
guestions

B Lasted for about 45 min to an hour

B Conducted in Cantonese.

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Findings

B Longer effective period of celebrity effect;

B Impact of celebrity suicide was associated
INDEPENDENTLY with people’s suicidal ideation, while
controlling for some known risk factors for suicide;

B Having depressive symptom, less reason for life and high
irrational belief moderated the impact of celebrity suicide on
suicidal ideation;

B Positive thinking after celebrity suicide was a strong predictor
of non-suicidal. Less impulsivity and having health problem
were significant associated factors for positive thinking.

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




What we want to do in this study

B To examine the impacts of suicides of entertainment
celebrities in Asia by

— analyzing official raw data using a common methodology, indicators,
and covariates, and then

— estimating the combined risk for suicides across incidents through
the application of meta-analysis.

Journalism and Media Studies Centre HKJC Centre for Suicide Research & Prevention




Suicide deaths of three Asian entertainment celebrities
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Fig. 1: Time series plots of Suicides in Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea I



Results - Increases in suicides in weekly and
medium term

B 43% (95% CI. 23%, 66%) increase In risk for suicides in
the first week after the incidents, which is consistent across
Incidents;

B 29% (95% CI: 12%, 50%) increase in suicidal risk in the
second week and 25% (95% CI: 8%, 45%) in the third
week;

B No longer statistically significant in the fourth, fifth, and
sixth week;

B A 14% (95% CI. 8%, 21%) rise in risk was seen and
sustained for the following 18 weeks.
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Results - Increases in suicides in weekly and
medium term (Cont’d)

B All specific analyses demonstrate statistically significant

Increases In risk for suicide in the first, second, and third
week:;

B Age-method and age-gender-method specific analyses
further show elevations in the fourth week;

B Method-specific and gender-method specific analyses
Indicate increases throughout the period of 24 weeks after
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Findings

B Combined risks for suicide after incidents of celebrity
suicide are quantified;

B Specific increases among groups, i.e. same gender or
same method, are confirmed, and it strongly suggests the
Influence of celebrity suicide is likely to be an imitation;

B First three weeks increase In suicides;
B Medium term increase for at least 24 weeks after
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Implications
|

B A scientific generalization of results across three Asian
countries and strongly suggests an increasing risk for
suicide in the community after celebrity suicide;

B Important information for the public health policy makers to
assess the elevated risk for suicide associated with
excessive media coverage of celebrity suicide;

B Targeted on preventing same-gender and same-method
suicides;

B The first three weeks seems to be crucial time period for
such intervention;

B Journalists should be well informed about the potential risk
of reporting celebrity suicide and minimize the risk.
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THANK YOU
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