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1  | INTRODUC TION

Suicide is a significant public health concern and it is estimated 
that approximately 800,000 people die by suicide globally each 
year (World Health Organization, 2018). The role that media plays 
in contributing to suicide rates has been the focus of much debate 
and research. The idea that portrayal or reporting of suicide in the 
media can lead to imitation or contagion effects has been referred 
to historically as the Werther Effect. This term was named after a 
book published in 1774 called The Sorrows of Young Werther, in which 
the protagonist dies by suicide. It is believed that through the re-
lease of the book, large numbers of imitation suicides across Europe 
occurred. The Werther Effect has been tested by a large body of 
research. Much of this research has focused on the reporting of ce-
lebrity suicides in the media- in television, print media, radio and 
internet-based news, and meta-analyses have concluded that media 
reporting of celebrity or high-profile suicides are associated with in-
creased suicide rates and suicide method chosen (Niederkrotenthaler 

et al., 2012). Many reviews have concluded that media reporting of 
suicide and the portrayal of suicide in both fictional and nonfic-
tional media, can increase suicidal behaviour, and there is sufficient 
evidence to suggest that this link is causal (Pirkis & Blood, 2001a, 
2001b; Stack, 2005).

Within the last two decades, research has progressed from look-
ing broadly at association between suicide portrayed in the media 
and impact on suicide rates, to increasingly examining the more nu-
anced effects of portrayals of suicide in the media and how factors 
or conditions can alter or mediate impact. In contrast to the Werther 
Effect, The Papageno Effect has also increasingly been researched 
and refers to possible protective or positive effects that media re-
porting of suicide can have, such as bringing about necessary aware-
ness and stigma reduction, and education about help and support 
options.

Media reporting recommendations have been established by 
various organisations including the World Health Organization 
(World Health Organisation, 2017). These recommendations 
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outline the importance of not using sensationalist language, 
avoiding mention or imagery of the location, avoiding reference to 
the method and or means and providing the media consumer with 
support options (Mindframe, 2019; World Health Organisation, 
2017).

While there are several reviews that examine portrayal of sui-
cide in media broadly, such as the impact of various and mixed forms 
of media, none appear to focus on the specific impact of portraying 
suicidal behaviour in fiction and non-fiction moving-image media, 
such as television, videos, films and documentaries. We believed it 
was important to differentiate between the effect of print media/
media about celebrity suicides from screen/moving-image media. 
This is because there has been a large focus on media reporting of 
suicides, mostly celebrity suicides and this has dominated conver-
sations and understandings about the contagion effects of media 
on suicide. There has been much less focus on the impact of screen 
media, such as television, movies, documentaries and music vid-
eos. The present review has been conducted at a time where there 
has been considerable public, media and research attention paid to 
possible Werther and Papageno Effects of a popular web series, 
13 Reasons Why. The series depicts a fictional character ending her 
life in the final episode of the first season, after documenting the 
13 reasons that led to her decision to suicide. The first season was 
released in 2017 and was followed by much discussion concerned 
with the potential glamorising of suicide and depicting it as a solu-
tion to the problems and events documented. Despite criticism, 
the second season was released in 2018 and there have been two 
more seasons released since then. Coinciding with this, in 2018 a 
documentary film was released called The Ripple Effect in which the 
non-fiction personal story of Kevin Hines, who attempted suicide 
at age 19 years is shared. The film is intended to be educational and 
inspirational, sharing a message of hope and gratitude to have sur-
vived his attempt. However, coupled with images of the location of 
his attempt and at times graphic descriptions of suicide methods, 
it is possible that the film has the potential for triggering of nega-
tive effects in addition to possible Papageno effects. Although, to 
our knowledge these possibilities have not been explored by any 
research.

It is important to examine the evidence specifically in relation 
to moving-image media because there is evidence that a portrayal 
of suicide in the media is more likely to be associated with in-
creased suicidality if it is broadcasted on television versus other 
media platforms, such as radio and print media (Pirkis, Burgess, 
Francis, Blood, & Jolley, 2006). Furthermre, research has found 
that films are increasingly portraying suicidal behaviour and that 
ratings for films with explicit suicidal content are increasingly 
being classified at lower classification levels such as PG rather 
than R (Jamieson & Romer, 2011). This research highlights the im-
portance of understanding the unique impact of screen media and 
isolating and synthesising research specifically conducted on this 
topic.

Our research aimed to undertake an independent rapid review 
of the evidence regarding possible impacts of portraying suicide in 

moving-image media involving both fictional and non-fictional char-
acters, on the consumers of that media.

2  | METHODS

2.1 | Rapid review

We performed a time-limited rapid review to efficiently capture the 
current and recent evidence regarding the impact of portraying sui-
cidal behaviour in moving-image media involving both fictional and 
non-fictional characters, on the consumers or viewers of that media. 
Rapid reviews have been found to yield similarly rigorous results 
when compared to systematic reviews (Watt et al., 2008). In this 
rapid review, we followed guidelines published by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) on conducting rapid reviews to strengthen 
health policy and system (Tricco, Langlois, & Straus, 2017), as 
well as the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & 
Altman, 2009). See Figure 1 for PRISMA flow diagram.

2.2 | Search strategy

The research team developed the search strategy. The search was 
conducted in March 2019 in the following databases: Academic 
Search Premier, Communication Mass Media, Embase, Health and 
Society, Humanities and Social Sciences, Medline, ProQuest Social 
Sciences, Psychology and Behavioural Sciences and PsycInfo. 
Various terms were used including suicide, self-harm, mass media, 

What is known about this topic?

• Past reviews have focused on the impact of mixed-me-
dium media portrayals of suicide.

• Some evidence suggests that media reporting of suicides 
is more likely to lead to increased suicidality if broad-
casted on television versus other platforms. Therefore, 
there is justification to review the evidence on specifi-
cally screen/ moving-image media portrayals.

What this paper adds?

• This review highlights imitation and contagion effects 
arising from moving-image media portraying suicide.

• Viewer characteristics such as higher levels (or histories) 
of depression, suicidality, dissociation, thought suppres-
sion and identification with the protagonist appear re-
lated to increased risk of suicidality.

• For some viewers, narratives of hope, help-seeking and 
portrayals of overcoming/ coping with a suicidal crisis 
can lead to positive outcomes.
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media. Search terms were limited to titles, abstracts and keywords, 
where this was a feature of the database. Limits were applied includ-
ing: English language and time range of 2009–2019. See Appendix 
A for search strategy. Reference lists of included articles were also 
hand searched to obtain important additional results.

The research team engaged in a three-stage screening and study 
selection process as follows: (a) preliminary screening conducted by 
two reviewers (HE, MP) for any clearly inappropriate results (e.g. non 
peer-reviewed journal articles or not on topic); (b) all remaining ar-
ticles were uploaded to review management software (Covidence) 
and a title and abstract screen was conducted by two reviewers 
(HE, MP); (c) full-text screening was then conducted with all remain-
ing results by two reviewers (HE, MP). The research team (HE, MP, 
NP) discussed the results and any conflicts were resolved through 
discussions to achieve 100% agreement. Key information was ex-
tracted from all studies into a structured data table. Two authors 
(HE, MP) conducted and cross-checked data extraction.

Studies were eligible for inclusion if the article was peer-re-
viewed, primary research (any study design including mixed meth-
ods, quantitative or qualitative), included an exposure/portrayal of 
suicide in moving-image media, included a measure of suicidal ide-
ation, behaviour or literacy (knowledge, awareness, attitudes and 
help seeking) and published between 2009 and 2019. Studies must 
include moving-image media (e.g. films, videos, television series/web 
series and documentaries), either fiction or non-fiction. An age range 
was not applied to participants. Studies were excluded if the re-
search focused on moving-image media combined with other forms 
such as television reporting of suicides combined with print media, 
and if it did not separate the impact of television from mixed media.

We excluded studies focused on internet media, such as social 
media or websites, given that this typically concerned individuals 
seeking pro-suicide information from websites or posting their own 
images or stories to the internet such as forums, blogs, social media 
and online communities.

Two authors independently conducted a risk of bias assessment 
using quality appraisal tools that corresponded to the study design 
of the included articles. Five appraisal tools were used to assess 
risk of bias: Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical Appraisal Checklist 
for Case Control Studies; JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Analytical 
Cross-Sectional Studies; JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Cohort 
Studies, JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Quasi-Experimental Studies, 
JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Randomized Controlled Trials (Moola 
et al., 2017). The JBI tools required a response of the following four 
options: yes, no, unclear, not applicable. Any discrepancies between 
the two reviewers in checklist ratings were resolved by discussion 
to gain 100% consensus. The research team agreed on the follow-
ing percentages for quality: 90%–100% exceptionally high quality, 
80%–90% high quality, 70%–80% moderate to high quality.

A narrative synthesis method was used due to the heterogeneity 
of study contexts, study designs, samples, measures and outcome 
variables. Therefore, all relevant data from the studies that met in-
clusion criteria and critical appraisal criteria have been descriptively 
summarised. The summarised findings relate to the reported key im-
pacts of portraying suicide in moving-image media, on the consum-
ers of that media.

3  | RESULTS

From initial database searching, a total of 4,277 publications were 
identified. After removing duplicates (n = 1,122) and articles that 
were clearly not relevant to the research question (n = 2,954), 201 
articles were included for title and abstract screening. A total of 130 
articles were excluded at this stage and full text screening was con-
ducted on 71 articles. Of these, 16 articles met inclusion criteria and 
were deemed eligible for inclusion.

3.1 | Characteristics of included studies

Thirteen studies examined the impact of fictional portrayals of 
deaths by suicide, whereas four studies examined the impact of 
portraying deaths by suicide of non-fictional characters. The studies 
were conducted across five different countries. Sample sizes ranged 
from 60 to 21,062. However, one study (which analysed Google 
searches) did not state participant numbers but referred to search 
numbers (Ayers, Althouse, Leas, Dredze, & Allem, 2017). See Table 1 
for study locations and sample sizes.

Six studies analysed the effect of suicidal content in a fiction film 
(Pouliot, Mishara, & Labelle, 2011; Stack, Kral, & Borowski, 2014; 
Till, Herberth, Sonneck, Vitouch, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2013; Till, 
Niederkrotenthaler, Herberth, Vitouch, & Sonneck, 2010; Till, Strauss, 

F I G U R E  1   PRISMA flow diagram (Moher et al., 2009)
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Sonneck, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2015; Till, Vitouch, Vitouch, Herberth, 
Sonneck, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2013), six studies analysed the effect 
of watching the web series 13 Reasons Why (Arendt, Scherr, Pasek, 
Jamieson, & Romer, 2019; Ayers et al., 2017; Cooper, Bard, Wallace, 
Gillaspy, & Deleon, 2018; Hong et al., 2018; Rosa et al., 2019; 
Zimerman et al., 2018), three studies analysed documentaries (King 
et al., 2018; Retamero, Walsh, & Otero-Perez, 2014; Schlichthorst 
et al., 2018) and one study looked at the suicidal content of a music 
video (Scherr & Reinemann, 2011).

3.2 | Participant characteristics

Out of the 16 studies, 11 focussed on adults (Arendt et al., 2019; 
King et al., 2018; Pouliot et al., 2011; Retamero et al., 2014; Scherr 
& Reinemann, 2011; Schlichthorst et al., 2018; Stack et al., 2014; Till 
et al., 2010, 2015; Till, Vitouch, et al., 2013; Till, Vitouch, et al., 2013), 
two on adolescents and young adults (Rosa et al., 2019; Zimerman 
et al., 2018), one on children and young adults (Cooper et al., 2018), 
one on children, young adults and parents (Hong et al., 2018) and one 
study focussed on internet searches (Ayers et al., 2017).

Participant gender was reported in 13 studies. Combining stud-
ies that reported participant gender reveals a sample of 31,630 
participants and shows that the gender distribution was overwhelm-
ingly female (83% females, 17% males). Two studies included male 
participants only (King et al., 2018; Schlichthorst et al., 2018) and 
two large scale surveys reported that the majority of their partici-
pants were female (89.4% female in Zimerman et al., 2018 and 84% 
female in Rosa et al., 2019).

3.3 | Study methods

Six studies were randomised control trials (RCTs; King et al., 2018; King 
et al., 2018; Scherr & Reinemann, 2011; Till et al., 2010, 2015; Till, Vitouch, 
et al., 2013; Till, Vitouch, et al., 2013), five studies were quasi-experimen-
tal (Arendt et al., 2019; Ayers et al., 2017; Cooper et al., 2018; Retamero 
et al., 2014; Schlichthorst et al., 2018), four studies were cross-sectional 
(Pouliot et al., 2011; Rosa et al., 2019; Stack et al., 2014; Zimerman et al., 
2018) and one study was a case series (Hong et al., 2018).

3.4 | Critical appraisal

Critical appraisal revealed four studies with ‘exceptionally high 
quality’ (100%) scores as determined by the tool checklists (Hong 
et al., 2018; King et al., 2018; Pouliot et al., 2011; Schlichthorst 
et al., 2018). Six studies scored ‘high quality’ (80%–90%) (Arendt 
et al., 2019; Scherr & Reinemann, 2011; Stack et al., 2014; Till 
et al., 2010, 2015; Till, Vitouch, et al., 2013). Six studies scored 
‘moderate to high quality’ (70%–80%) (Ayers et al., 2017; Cooper 
et al., 2018; Retamero et al., 2014; Rosa et al., 2019; Till, Vitouch, 
et al., 2013; Zimerman et al., 2018).

3.5 | Key findings

The key potential impacts of moving-image media portrayals of sui-
cide on the viewer included suicidal ideation and behaviour; suicide 
literacy (knowledge/awareness, help-seeking, attitudes); and emo-
tional distress and psychological impacts. Table 1 outlines key infor-
mation of the included studies.

3.6 | Suicidal ideation and behaviour

Overall, nine studies (53%) found evidence for potential increases 
in suicidal ideation and behaviour following exposure. Four studies 
(24%) found no change in suicidal ideation and behaviour follow-
ing exposure. Three studies (18%) found evidence for potential de-
creases in suicidal ideation and behaviour following exposure.

Cross-sectional data suggested that exposure to films portray-
ing suicide can lead to increased consideration of imitating the 
suicidal behaviour, or actual suicide attempts (Pouliot et al., 2011; 
Stack et al., 2014; Zimerman et al., 2018). This included individuals 
reporting that they had considered imitating the suicidal act of a 
protagonist in a film (Pouliot et al., 2011), evidence that cumula-
tive exposure to films portraying suicide could increase likelihood 
of a suicide attempt being reported by nearly 50% with each ad-
ditional movie exposure (Stack et al., 2014) and increased suicidal 
ideation reported after watching 13 Reasons Why (Zimerman et al., 
2018).

Characteristics found to influence these relationships in-
cluded histories of suicidal ideation (Pouliot et al., 2011; Zimerman 
et al., 2018), and greater dissociation and thought suppression levels 
(Pouliot et al., 2011).

A case series analysis also found evidence of increased suicidal risk 
among young people following 13 Reasons Why (Hong et al., 2018). 
Among this sample (n = 87) 13 participants believed the series glori-
fied or normalised suicide, however, 12 participants did not.

Several quasi-experimental studies (Arendt et al., 2019; Ayers 
et al., 2017; Cooper et al., 2018) also reported evidence of increased 
suicidal ideation and behaviour associated with the Netflix web se-
ries 13 Reasons Why. For example, hospital admissions for suicidal 
ideation and self-harm with intent to die were found to be signifi-
cantly higher than predicted (based on a 5-year prediction model) 
following the release of the series (Cooper et al., 2018). Increased 
numbers of people searching the internet for ways to die by sui-
cide such as using search terms ‘how to commit suicide’ and ‘how to 
kill yourself’ were also observed following the release of the series 
(Ayers et al., 2017).

Finally, in a study where participants completed surveys pre- and 
post-viewing the second season of the series, increased suicidal ide-
ation and risk of suicide was observed among those who reported 
being exposed to only some or part of the second season when com-
pared to those who watched the entire series (Arendt et al., 2019). 
In this study, participant characteristics that were reported to influ-
ence the relationship included those with lower levels of education 
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and those who were current students. These groups were more 
likely to exhibit increased suicide risk (Arendt et al., 2019).

Identification with the protagonist was found to be a relevant 
factor by several researchers. Hong et al. (2018) found that par-
ticipants who more strongly identified with the protagonist in 13 
Reasons Why, reported higher levels of suicidal ideation and more 
strongly believed that the series contributed to their increased risk. 
Regarding film media, there is some inconsistency in findings re-
garding whether identification with the protagonist is an influencing 
factor in the relationship between media portrayal of suicide and 
outcome. Across the three RCTs conducted by Till and colleagues 
where participants were randomised to different film conditions, 
two of the studies found no relationship between identification with 
the protagonist and viewer suicidality, however, the most recent of 
these studies (Till et al., 2015) found that identification was signifi-
cantly associated with baseline suicidality and those with a stron-
ger identification with the protagonist experienced the greatest 
increase in suicidality after exposure to the film which contained the 
protagonist's suicide.

3.6.1 | No observed changes in suicidal behaviour

Not all studies found evidence of increased suicidality among 
viewers and several studies have found either no increase in sui-
cidal ideation or behaviour as a result of the media portrayal. For 
example, the study conducted by Scherr and Reinemann (2011) 
found no differences between the two groups on self-reported su-
icide risk following one group viewing a music video that ended in 
a graphic depiction of a suicide, however, they did find that partici-
pants in the experimental group rated the suicide risk for others 
as higher than those in the control group, suggesting a ‘presumed 
Werther effect’.

3.7 | Suicide literacy: knowledge, awareness, 
attitudes, help-seeking and helping others

Five studies (30%) found evidence for positive impacts such as in-
creased suicide literacy (suicide awareness, stigma reduction, more 
positive attitudes and help-seeking behaviour) following exposure.

Some researchers found evidence of beneficial effects of view-
ing the 13 Reasons Why series, particularly among certain viewers 
such as those who watched the entire second season, female view-
ers and those who reported greater suicidal ideation and who sub-
sequently reported increased help-offering behaviour. For example, 
in addition to increased internet searching of ways to die by suicide, 
Ayers et al. (2017) found the release of 13 Reasons Why to lead to 
increases in numbers of people searching for ‘suicide prevention’ and 
‘suicide hotlines’. Arendt et al. (2019) found that those who watched 
the entire second season of 13 Reasons Why experienced higher lev-
els of optimism, and females who watched the series reported re-
duced suicide acceptance. Exposure to other suicidal stories among 

viewers was associated with visiting the help-site which accompa-
nied the second season. Finally, those viewers who reported greater 
suicidal ideation were more likely to report helping suicidal others 
(Arendt et al., 2019).

Increased help-seeking among young people and adults was 
reported in some of the literature regarding documentaries and 
television series. Significant increases (from baseline to follow-up) 
in help-seeking were observed in an RCT (n = 337) where the 
intervention group watched a documentary (Man Up) regarding 
masculinity, mental health and suicidality, which portrayed men 
speaking about their experiences of mental distress and suicid-
ality (King et al., 2018). However, in another study by the same 
researchers (Schlichthorst et al., 2018), found that viewing Man Up 
did not increase likelihood of help-seeking. It should, however, be 
noted that although this study had a greater sample size (n = 476 
pre-viewing and n = 619 post-viewing), it was less methodologi-
cally rigorous than the RCT and rather than surveying the same 
individuals before and after viewing the documentary as King 
et al. (2018) did, Schlichthorst et al. (2018) did not follow the same 
participants over time.

In the Hong et al. (2018) study of young people presenting to 
emergency departments, they found that equal proportions of par-
ticipants reported that 13 Reasons Why made them both more (28%) 
and less (28%) likely to talk to others about their mental health and 
suicidal thoughts (Hong et al., 2018). However, 80% reported discuss-
ing the series with their friends, 34% reported discussing with their 
parents and of the participants who spoke with their parents about 
the series, n = 7 reported discussing the topic of suicide. Therefore, 
the series clearly prompted some discussion and depending on how 
this conversation was received, might determine whether such dis-
cussion could lead to desirable outcomes, for example, help-seeking 
attitudes or stigma reduction (Hong et al., 2018).

In another study of a documentary portraying suicide, The Bridge 
was found to increase understanding of suicide and significantly 
reduce the belief that there is nothing one can do to help if some-
one has a suicide plan, among a group of medical students (n = 180; 
Retamero et al., 2014).

3.8 | Emotional and psychological changes

Emotional distress and other psychological impacts of suicide por-
trayals were reported in several studies; however, emotional distress 
and these other constructs did not necessarily correspond to sui-
cidal ideation or behaviour.

In a large cross-sectional survey of young people (n = 7,004) 
who were asked questions about changes in mood and suicidality 
resulting from viewing 13 Reasons Why, it was found that 23.7% re-
ported a worsening of mood after viewing. Importantly, worsening 
of mood was related to increased risk of suicide among this sample 
(Rosa et al., 2019). Those participants who reported past suicidal ide-
ation, self-harm and suicide attempts reported a greater worsening 
of mood.
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4  | DISCUSSION

This review examined the evidence regarding the impact of por-
traying suicide in moving-image fiction and non-fiction media on 
the consumer/viewer of that media. Given that the emphasis of 
previous reviews has been on looking at the impact of mixed and 
varied forms of media portrayals of suicide, we deemed it impor-
tant to consider the specific impacts of screen/ moving-image 
portrayals of suicide on viewers. This was considered to be of im-
portance in contemporary society given the increased availability 
of moving-image media through internet screening of television, 
movies and documentaries, and given changes in the ways in 
which viewers engage with this media, for example, by so called 
‘binge watching’.

From a total of 16 articles that were identified in the literature 
from the past 10 years, the majority of these were in relation to 
fictional media (n = 13) versus non-fiction (n = 3). The literature 
highlighted that the portrayal of suicide in moving-image media can 
impact on a viewer's suicidal ideation and behaviour, suicide literacy, 
such as knowledge/awareness and help-seeking attitudes and be-
haviour leading to emotional distress and psychological impacts. Key 
individual differences that may influence the relationship between 
viewing a screen portrayal of suicide and subsequent suicidality in-
clude level of identification with the protagonist in terms of social 
demographic similarities and levels of empathy that the viewer has 
towards the protagonist. Pre-existing histories of suicidal ideation 
and suicidal behaviour also appear to be important considerations 
as these viewers may be more vulnerable to the negative impacts, 
however, depending on the way in which suicide is portrayed (e.g. a 
protagonist overcoming a suicidal crisis and seeking help), may also 
increase the possible beneficial effects of the portrayal such as in-
creased help-offering to suicidal others.

It is important to note that the relationship between exposure 
and outcome is clearly not a simple one, as some studies found that 
portrayals of suicide could lead to both increases and decreases 
in suicidal ideation and behaviour depending on several factors 
including the individual characteristics of the viewer. Individuals 
with histories of past suicidal ideation and suicide attempts may be 
more affected by portrayals of suicide in screen media. For exam-
ple, Till et al. (2015) found that a fictional film with a suicide scene 
increased suicidality among those with higher baseline vulnera-
bility and suicidal ideation, versus no change in overall suicidality 
for the sample when considered as a whole. However, there were 
inconsistencies in this finding. For example, for participants with 
histories of suicidal ideation in the study by Zimerman et al. (2018), 
59.2% reported a reduction in suicidal ideation after watching 13 
Reasons Why (season 1). The survey by Zimerman et al. (2018) is 
limited by the cross-sectional design making us unable to draw 
conclusions about causal directions and by retrospective report-
ing (after having watched the series). The sample was also mostly 
female (89.4%) and had a mean age of 15 years, so the findings 
may be mostly relevant to young females with histories of suicidal 
ideation.

The findings regarding identification, although inconsistent, may 
add to the understanding of how characteristics of the viewer influ-
ence the relationship between portrayal and outcome. Some find-
ings reported that stronger identification with the protagonist leads 
to increased likelihood of experiencing adversity as a result of the 
exposure. While Till, Vitouch, et al. (2013) found no association be-
tween identification and suicidality, they did find that identification is 
not always in relation to socio-demographic similarity but can relate 
to the level of empathy that the viewer possesses. Till et al. (2015) 
found that baseline suicidal ideation was strongly associated with 
level of identification with the protagonist and that those who more 
strongly identified with the protagonist, experienced a greater in-
crease in suicidality resulting from the exposure. Viewer similarity 
to the protagonist and viewers' depression level has been previously 
found to influence interest in the story (print media) with depression 
in the viewer increasing intention to read similar material in the fu-
ture through identification with the role model (Niederkrotenthaler, 
Arendt, & Till, 2015).

In the study by Scherr and Reinemann (2011), no direct im-
pact of the graphic depiction of suicide in the music video was 
found. The lack of a direct adverse impact could be time-related, 
given that the length of exposure was relatively short. However, 
previous research has found that exposure to media reporting of 
suicide, including through television news stories can lead to con-
tagion effects, and presumably these news stories can be relatively 
short. Of the studies included in this review, consideration of the 
duration of the exposure to suicidal content was not adequately 
explored.

The heterogeneity of types of suicide portrayals is an import-
ant limitation of this review and of the evidence in general. This 
is beyond length of exposure and whether there are Papageno 
effects or positive messages embedded within the film/series/
documentary. Outcome of the protagonist is also an important 
factor to consider as evidenced by the studies by Till et al. (2015) 
and Arendt et al. (2019). Past research has found that news sto-
ries about completed suicides rather than ideation and attempts 
were associated with greater subsequent suicidal behaviour (Pirkis 
et al., 2006).

The research also examines potential positive impacts of por-
trayal of suicide in media in terms of suicide awareness, stigma re-
duction, modelling of preferred language to use when talking about 
suicide and help-seeking behaviour. The findings that those who 
viewed the entire second season of 13 Reasons Why experienced 
benefits and were at lower risk of suicide than those who viewed 
only some of the season suggests that there was an element that 
counteracted the suicidal content that could be accessed by watch-
ing the season in its entirety or the end part of the season. Arendt 
et al. (2019) considered whether the positive message of the protag-
onist's mother saying that ‘staying alive is always better than ending 
it’, which appeared to help another key character overcome his own 
suicidal thoughts, was an important protective element. This the-
ory is also consistent with the findings from Till et al. (2015) that 
for those randomised to view the film featuring the protagonist 
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positively coping with a suicidal crisis, those with higher suicidal 
tendencies experienced more beneficial effects such as increased 
satisfaction with life.

There is evidence that fictional stories portraying suicide 
result in less imitation effects than non-fiction (Stack, 2005). 
Interestingly, of the non-fiction studies included, the results did 
not find evidence of negative impacts of portrayals of suicide, 
however, given the large body of work that has found non-fic-
tion television or internet news reporting of deaths by suicide 
to be associated and followed by increases in imitative suicidal 
behaviour, the finding regarding non-fiction media in this re-
view is more likely due to the low numbers of studies examining 
moving-image media on its own (and within the last 10 years) 
than any real differences between fiction and non-fiction. 
Furthermore, the studies by King et al. (2018) and Schlichthorst 
et al. (2018), although robust, did not measure personal suicid-
ality and the findings relevant to this review were limited to 
suicide literacy, specifically, help-seeking behaviour. It should 
also be noted that given that a large proportion of the evidence 
included in this review related to the series 13 Reasons Why, for 
which the study participants were generally adolescents and 
majority female, our findings might be particularly pertinent to 
young females.

4.1 | Implications and future research

There is evidence for imitation and contagion effects arising 
from moving-image media portraying suicide which appears 
to be stronger under certain conditions. Taken together, these 
studies highlight that for some people and for some types of ex-
posure, the risk of these portrayals leading to harmful outcomes 
are higher. Every viewer engages differently with media and this 
alters the potential outcomes. For individuals with higher lev-
els (or histories) of depression, suicidality, dissociation, thought 
suppression and levels of identification with the protagonist, 
the potential harmful effects of viewing such media may be 
greater. In some instances, and for some people, narratives of 
hope, seeking help and portrayals of an individual overcoming 
or positively coping with a suicidal crisis can lead to positive 
outcomes. However, it remains unclear whether these potential 
benefits are enough to outweigh the potential harmful effects, 
for which there appears to be a larger evidence base. The WHO 
have recently published a resource regarding screen and stage 
portrayals of suicide which identifies ways in which positive im-
pacts of portrayals of suicide in such media can be increased, 
and the potential negative impacts can be minimised (World 
Health Organization, 2019). Consistent with our findings, they 
suggest portrayals emphasise the importance of seeking help, 
looking after oneself and others, and shares a message of hope. 
More research is clearly needed on the impact of portraying 
suicide in non-fiction screen media such as documentaries. The 
current evidence makes it difficult to determine the impact of 

documentary portrayals of suicide on viewer suicidality due to 
the current studies regarding non-fiction documentaries not di-
rectly measuring suicidal ideation or behaviour in the viewers 
and instead only measuring suicide literacy outcomes (aware-
ness, attitudes, help seeking).

4.2 | Strengths and limitations

The strengths of this review include the comprehensiveness of the 
searches conducted, the specific focus on this type of media and 
the rigorous study selection process. The review team were inde-
pendent researchers with no conflict of interest in the topic. The 
articles included in this review were of varying methodological qual-
ity and therefore the findings need to be considered in light of this. 
The reliance on self-reported outcome measures in almost all the 
studies included may be seen as a limitation, however, the self-re-
port measures used were almost all reliable and valid measures of 
the outcomes of interest, for example, suicidality. Because of the 
rapid review methodology enabling a more efficient search, the nar-
rowed date range and exclusion of studies not published in English 
or grey literature may mean that some relevant studies may have 
been excluded.

5  | CONCLUSION

The literature reported varying impacts of portrayals of suicide 
through moving-image media such as increased suicidal ideation and 
behaviour, as well as positive impacts such as increased help-seeking 
behaviour. While there is limited evidence which focuses specifically 
on the impact of moving-image media, the studies included in this 
review highlight concerning trends regarding the impact of media 
portraying deaths by suicide on subsequent suicidality. However, 
positive impacts on suicide awareness, literacy and help-seeking be-
haviour were also identified.
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