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The death of any person to suicide is a tragedy, celebrity
or otherwise.
When UK television presenter Caroline Flack died earlier this
year, her death, and the time leading up to it, was examined
in minute detail. Much like the aftermath of many suicides,
questions were asked about how this could have happened and
whether anything could have been done to prevent it.
The major difference here is that millions of people were
following the story. When a critical incident like this happens,
stories move quickly. Journalists and producers rely on the skills
they have, the lessons hard learned and the resources at their
disposal to the tell the story as well as they can.
The last thing a journalist wants to consider is if their story
could potentially do more damage or harm that audience.
In the week following Flack’s death, we monitored over 500
articles related to her suicide, along with countless broadcasts. Although we have completed a preliminary
analysis of the data collected (see below), it is likely that there is more learning to be gained from it in the future.
The media are an incredibly important part of raising awareness about suicide and its prevention. How mental
health is represented is also key to many people’s recovery. Below you’ll find how Headline worked in the first
three months of this year to better facilitate that learning.

Áine O’Meara
Headline Programme Lead
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MEDIA MONITORING
NOTE: Our media monitoring is confined to publications with an online presence. We currently
do not have resources to monitor print or broadcast media.To read more about the guidelines we
monitor, our monitoring methodology, and the publications or channels monitored click here.
Two events contributed to significant changes in our first quarter media monitoring analysis when compared with
the same period in 2019.
Firstly, Headline contracted a new media monitoring partner in early 2020 which allowed us to access content
from a major tabloid newspaper that was previously unmonitored. As a result of this change, we now have more
accurate and complete data, giving us a more comprehensive overview of the Irish media landscape. Secondly,
the death by suicide of Caroline Flack was followed by a large amount of related media coverage appearing in a
short space of time.

Number of articles analysed by Headline
between January – March 20201

Non-compliant with reporting guidelines: 514 | 17%
Total number of articles monitored 7,186

The sum of the priority and non-priority streams is greater than the total number, as some articles contain both priority and
non-priority content.)

1

QUARTERLY REVIEW
quarter 1, 2020

3

OVERVIEW

MEDIA MONITORING

EDUCATION

RESEARCH

SUPPORT

LOOKING AHEAD

SOME CONTEXT - ORIGIN AND DISTRIBUTION
Of the 514 articles which didn’t comply with guidelines, only
45% originated in Ireland, while 51% came from the UK and
4% from the US. Some of this is content from agencies such
as the Press Association which is then reproduced in Irish
publications.

45%
51%

Some comes from publications with a UK parent company.
That content is then circulated by the publication’s Irish
website. This highlights that it is important to be aware,
as far as possible within operational constraints, when
preparing to publish content about suicide which
doesn’t originate from within your own newsroom.

4%

Two publications were responsible for 45%
of non-compliant articles in Q1, with the
remaining 55% distributed between
62 other publications.

U.K.

U.S.

Ireland

It should be noted that the overall volume
of suicide-related content from the first two publications is greater
than any of the others (35% of the total).
High volumes of content can be a concern in itself in certain cases,
such as the death by suicide of a popular celebrity.

HELPLINES
This accounts for the largest category of guideline noncompliance this quarter and is a substantial increase
2019 figures. There are several factors contributing to this
increase.

11%

Suicide-related articles
that did not include
helplines: 329

The first quarter of 2020 saw Headline change its media monitoring partner. We now
have access to data from publications we were unable to monitor in 2019, one of which
was responsible for 28% of overall non-compliance with guidelines and 14% of cases
where the guidance on helplines was not followed.
The other significant event that impacted our first quarter figures was the death by
suicide of Caroline Flack in mid-March. During the two weeks following Flack’s death,
we experienced a large surge in priority articles and also in guideline non-compliance.
See more on the reporting of Flack’s death below.
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Articles attributing
a single reason for a
suicide: 125

A section of the Samaritans Media Reporting Guidelines advises against simplifying the reason for an individual
suicide. Doing so could increase the chance that audiences at risk of suicide or self-harm who have had a similar
experience may over-identify with the person who has died. This in turn may increase their own risk of dying by
suicide. This effect is especially noticeable in the case of a celebrity suicide.
Experience has shown us that there is nuance involved in applying and monitoring this guideline, and we have
been in conversation with the Samaritans about how to define best practice in relation to this topic. In response
to this dialogue, we have differentiated between two types of simplified reason: implicit and explicit.
An explicit simplified reason contains a word that denotes direct causality, e.g. ‘A 21-year old girl took her own
life last week because of bullying’. An implicit simplified reason does not contain a causal word, but it contains
a strong implication that a particular factor was the ‘cause’ of or a ‘trigger’ for a suicide. Crucially there is an
absence of other important information which offers wider context on the many factors leading an individual to
take their own life. It is preferable that journalists and producers avoid either kind of speculation.

IMPLICIT
Just over 3% of priority articles implied a simplified reason for a suicide. Many of these articles focused on the
death of Caroline Flack, which accounted for 58% of the 103 instances of implied reason for suicide.

EXPLICIT
In 22 articles analysed in the first three months of 2020, a simplified reason for suicide was explicitly given.
This constitutes less than 1% of priority articles for this time period.

In the case of both implicit and explicit reasons (excluding the articles centred on Caroline Flack), the most
common simplified reasons given were related to bullying and/or online abuse often concerning social media.

The exceptionally low number of articles giving explicit reasons for a suicide is
encouraging and demonstrates the vast majority of journalists are acutely aware of
the impact their reporting can have on audiences.
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OTHER CATEGORIES
The remaining categories of guideline non-compliance account for just under 2% of the suicide-related articles
we analysed. One of these categories relates to the inclusion of detailed suicide methodology in an article, which
is one factor that has consistently been shown by research to correlate strongly with imitative suicidal behaviour.
It is encouraging to note that detailed suicide methodology appeared in less than 1% of articles. Only 1/3
of these originated in Ireland.
Caroline Flack
In its publication Preventing suicide: A Resource for Media Professionals, the
World Health Organisation states that: “…repeated coverage and high-impact/
high-profile stories are most strongly associated with copycat behaviour. The
effect of a report about a suicide on subsequent suicides is greater when the
person described in the story is a celebrity and is held in high regard by the
reader or viewer.”
Of the 3,021 priority articles analysed, 509 (17%), related to the death of Caroline
Flack. More than half of these were concentrated in three publications,
one of which posted 107 articles in the seven days following her death - an
average of 15 articles per day.
Analysis of these articles revealed that 46% did not comply with the suicide
reporting guidelines, with 36% not including helpline numbers and 12% giving
an implied reason for her suicide. It should be noted that none of these articles
created an explicit link between any one event and Flack’s subsequent death by suicide. After examining the
origin of the non-compliant articles, it was found that 42% were produced in Ireland, while 58% originated in
the UK and were republished on Irish news websites.

Number of priority articles analysed in the first quarter of 2020:

2,512

3,021

It is heartening that on an average day, the suicide
reporting guidelines are being followed in the vast
majority of cases.

515

These figures show that guideline compliance
is perhaps more challenging in the case of a
celebrity suicide.
Difficulties here may include the fast pace of
unfolding events, increased pressure to publish
quickly and an over-reliance on external content.

46%

non-compliant

11% non-compliant
Articles on suicide
NOT relating to Caroline Flack

Articles on suicide
relating to Caroline Flack
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Articles containing
stigmatising language:
124

While the total number of articles containing stigmatising language in the first quarter of 2020 has remained
very similar to the quarterly average in 2019, there were some notable changes in the distribution of the specific
stigmatising words used. The most notable of these were the use of the words ‘crazed’ and ‘lunatic’, which
both halved in frequency of use, and the word ‘psycho’, which increased from 4% to 28%. In addition, the word
‘psycho’ was linked to violence 72% of the time.
It is unclear what caused a drop in use of the word ‘crazed’, but at least some of the increase in the use of
‘psycho’ can also be attributed to having access to one particular publication we were unable to collect data from
in 2019. Without this publication, there is still an increase in the use of this word, but it is much smaller, going
from 4% in 2019 to 13% in the first quarter of 2020.

The other significant change between 2019 and the first three months of 2020 was in the linking of stigmatising
words to violence. In 2019, stigmatising language was related to violence in 25% of articles. In the first quarter of
2020, this figure was 40%. However, when the previously unmonitored publication mentioned above is removed
from the analysis, this figure drops to 16% - significantly lower than last year.
Noting when stigmatising language related to mental illness is linked to violence is a very important part of this
analysis. When this association is made, it has the potential to erroneously strengthen audience perceptions that
the two are connected, when research has shown that people with mental illness are in fact more likely to be
victims than perpetrators of violent crime.

40%

60%

STIGMATISING LANGUAGE

related to violence

not related to violence
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BROADCAST MONITORING TRIAL
Since Headline was first established, one of its central tasks has involved monitoring adherence to the suicide
reporting guidelines by media professionals. Until this year, however, it has only been possible for us to monitor
print or online news sources. This was mostly due to technological and financial constraints. In January 2020,
Headline undertook a two-week trial with a broadcast monitoring provider, allowing us to monitor adherence to
the guidelines in radio and TV news for the first time.
Producing content on suicide or self-harm for factual broadcasting, whether that’s television or radio, is
extremely challenging. Regardless of whether the content is broadcast live or pre-recorded, producers,
reporters, and camera operators face all kinds of challenges.

The choice of what ‘visuals’ to include in a report is much more pertinent to TV/online video than
to any other medium. Avoiding stereotypical images and matching appropriate visuals to a
distressing story is exceptionally challenging.
For audiences, it can potentially be more upsetting to hear or see something depicted than to read it.
Producers need to balance providing an authentic narrative with keeping audiences switched on.
Live broadcasting on the topic of suicide can be especially challenging. Producers or presenters
can prepare an interviewee in advance, guiding them in what detail is acceptable or unacceptable on air,
but they cannot guarantee their contributor follows all the guidance.
When reading an article, audiences have to make a conscious decision to engage with a piece about
suicide. In many homes, however, a TV or radio may be on in the background much of the time. A
portion of that audience may hear a report about suicide without having actively ‘chosen’ to do so. The
information might therefore strike a person more unexpectedly than if they had made the active decision
to read an article relating to suicide. This is one of the main reasons we advise ‘trigger warnings’
for broadcasts.
Broadcast information reaches more people in a shorter time than anything in print

QUARTERLY REVIEW
quarter 1, 2020

8

OVERVIEW

MEDIA MONITORING

EDUCATION

RESEARCH

SUPPORT

LOOKING AHEAD

TRIAL OBSERVATIONS
(Trial period: 15/01/2020-28/01/2020)
Monitored in trial:
TELEVISION: 3 NATIONAL STATIONS

49
In two weeks

RADIO: 4 NATIONAL, 5 REGIONAL STATIONS

programmes
discussed either
suicide or mental
health

Of these channels, in the two-week period, 49 different programmes discussed either suicide or mental health.
The vast majority of these came from national stations.
There were several occasions where helplines were not included in pieces focused on suicide, while two used
images or gave descriptions that could potentially allow the location of a suicide or attempted suicide to be identified.
There were no cases in which detailed suicide methodology was discussed.
We do not currently have the resources to do an in-depth analysis of how suicide or mental health is represented
in Irish broadcast media. However, we can say that overall, the subject matter was handled well, and there was a
substantial focus on depression, anxiety and eating disorders. This included input from people with self-experience,
family members, experts and mental health advocates. During the two week period there were no references to
schizophrenia or bipolar disorder.
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STUDENT WORKSHOPS
While our Education Officer is on maternity leave, Headline’s Programme Lead delivered all our student
workshops between January and March 2020. We aim to deliver to most journalism courses in the country but
Covid-19 restrictions have temporarily put these workshops on hold. That being said, by late February 2020, we
had delivered our free 2.5 hour workshop to almost 70 journalism students across Dublin, Limerick and Galway.

Participant Profile*
All participants studied journalism or had journalism as one component of their training.

89% 29% 71%

While 97% had no previous training or
guidance in how to report on suicide
responsibly, almost a quarter of students said
they had already produced stories related to
suicide and/or mental illness before taking
part in the workshop.
*please refer to the Appendix for further information on our
workshop surveys

aged 18-24

postgraduate

undergraduate

IDENTIFYING EXPERTISE
73% of participants had not heard of Headline before attending or signing up for the workshop so it makes
sense that few would reach out to us when the time came for advice. In the workshop, we go through the many
sources of expertise in this field. Newsroom colleagues can be a huge support on many topics, and often provide
valuable insight on lessons that were hard learned. In recent years, the perspective of people who have lived
through a suicide attempt and families bereaved by suicide has also been taken into account. We identify the
many sources of expertise students can lean on when covering these stories.
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IMPACT
We use three distinct questions to measure the impact of the workshops on participants’ ability to report on
suicide responsibly. The markers for students are:
•

CONFIDENCE in reporting/producing these stories

•

ABILITY to direct audiences at risk of suicide or self-harm to appropriate support services

•

UNDERSTANDING of the suicide reporting guidelines

50%
49%

Before

Before

Average level of confidence in reporting stories
with suicide/ self-harm themes:

After

48% INCREASE in confidence of reporting ability

74%

Average level of confidence in identifying appropriate services which audiences at risk of
suicide or self-harm can be referred to:

After

80%

63% INCREASE in confidence of identifying supports

30%

Before

Average level of understanding of the suicide reporting guidelines:

167% INCREASE in understanding of reporting guidelines

After

80%
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There were improvements in students’ ability to navigate the guidelines and, most importantly, apply them
to real world challenges. Overall there were improvements in students’ ability to navigate the guidelines and
apply them to real world challenges. Our new case studies developed in 2019 are a key part of these workshops.
Students are given a limited amount of information on a developing story and using different tools and learning
cues they explore the many ways they can approach the exact same content. Students who had already
experienced a newsroom environment were keen to explore some of the more complex issues around reporting
– the coroners’ court, suicides by celebrities, the challenges with multi-platform reporting and PTSD
among journalists were all discussed in detail.

The most impressive part of the seminar was definitely the practical element where we
worked in groups of three to make decisions on how to report scenarios. I felt this was a
really good example of some of the challenges we will have to deal with when reporting on
mental health issues in the workplace.

- Postgraduate journalism student

I have always included Headline in the seminar series because I want to ensure that our
students understand the responsibility that they have when reporting on mental health
issues, and suicide in particular, when they start working as journalists…It was the best
presentation that Headline has given students to date.

- Lecturer and Course Co-ordinator

Headline.ie/education
A new Education section
has been added to our
site. We get asked a lot of
questions about our student
workshops so we’ve put
together a handy FAQ page
and also a full breakdown
of what course coordinators
can expect. We also give
guidance on some safe
guarding measures educators
need to put in place before
we arrive on site.
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OTHER WORKSHOPS
See Change and SpunOut.ie Colab
Impactful conversations about mental health are
not just coming from media professionals.
They’re also coming from those outside the
industry whose passion for the topic, usually
from self-experience of mental health problems,
contributes in a valuable and positive way. In
February, Headline worked with our partners
See Change and youth organisation
SpunOut.ie to deliver a workshop for their
writers. Many young people have powerful
stories.
We designed this workshop to help them tell
their story in a way that would be true to their
voice while also minimising potential harm to
their audiences.
Blessing Dada, a young writer for Spunout.ie,
won Headline’s 2019 Special Contributor Award
for her powerful piece on isolation among
minority communities and the importance of
representation.

Blessing Dada, contributor with SpunOut.ie
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MEDIA TRUST INITIATIVE
In 2018, Headline commissioned our Challenges research. This was an exploration of the obstacles and
difficulties faced by journalists when covering topics related to suicide, self-harm and mental illness.
One of the starkest findings delivered by lead investigator Dr. Anne O’Brien was the reluctance or inability to
cover stories related to particular mental illnesses.

One producer who had successfully made a documentary about mental illness
summarized the challenge in terms of the stigma that participants face. ‘It’s hard to cover
because there’s so much fear out there. The stigma is massive, that’s what everybody
who didn’t want to talk, talked about.’
(Excerpt from Reporting Mental Health & Suicide: Challenges Facing Journalists, 2018)

According to O’Brien, a key challenge that journalists admitted they faced with regard to this type
of reporting was a limited understanding of mental illness. Understanding the complexities of
mental illness, maintaining an awareness of information relevant to the story, the emotional nature
of the subject matter and the stigma attached to it, all made mental illness harder to cover.
Following the receipt of one-off funding, Headline has taken the recommendations from this
report and begun building a best practice guide for media workers wishing to better understand
and facillitate people living with severe mental illnesses.

‘If you blur people out it dehumanises them and puts a barrier between
the audience and the story.’
(TV Producer interviewed for Reporting Mental Health & Suicide: Challenges Facing Journalists, 2018)

2019 figures showed that the vast majority of articles mentioning schizophrenia were related
to violent behaviour or a court case. This is not the full picture but is reflective of the kinds of
stories easily accessed by journalists.
The team behind the Media Trust Initiative will work directly with media, people with selfexperience of mental illness, and advocacy organisations to find solutions to production based
challenges. We hope to provide guidance for media professionals, gatekeeper organisations,
and people with self-experience of severe and enduring mental ill health to support positive
and constructive engagement between these groups. With this new toolkit of resources, we
hope to enable journalists, and more importantly their audiences, to experience stories
they’ve never been able to experience before.

Aoife Dermody,
Quality Matters

Aoife Dermody of Quality Matters will lead the project for Quality Matters with Elaine Haskins
from Headline co-ordinating.
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COVID-19 RESPONSE
The Headline team have been working from home since 13th March, and we are lucky that a lot of our core
operations can be accomplished remotely. Unfortunately, we’ve had to postpone our education programme and
other in-person training for the foreseeable future.
However, we have been busy with all our other usual work, including media monitoring and research, and we even
prepared a resource specifically in relation to Covid-19. At the end of March, we released an advisory note about
reporting on suicide, self-harm and mental ill health during the spread of Covid-19 which can be found here

It is worth noting that towards
the end of Q1, around the time
Taoiseach Leo Varadkar announced
new curtailments on businesses,
schools and movement, Headline
created a new monitoring alert
which would notify us of any
content or stories directly linking a
suicide to Covid-19.
This was a precautionary measure
in case any instance of irresponsible
reporting might create its own
contagion effect.
The results of that monitoring will
be available in Q2’s review.
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JOURNALIST SUPPORTS
In late 2019, Headline was granted one-off funding for a Mental Health in the Newsroom awareness campaign.
The first quarter of this year saw event planning and preparation for a workshop for media professionals
entitled Vicarious Trauma, Compassion Fatigue (Burnout) and Journalism. The purpose of this was to build
resilience among journalists in dealing with traumatic content and also heighten their awareness of not just their
contributors mental health, but their own as well. The two-part workshop was due to take place on 24th April,
but in the current circumstances, was postponed.
Headline is keen to work directly with newsroom managers on building their capacity for managing mental
health difficulties in the newsroom. For further information on this initiative contact aomeara@headline.ie.
HEADLINE WORKSHOPS FOR WORKING MEDIA
A joint workshop with suicide prevention resource officers based in the west of Ireland for local journalists in
March has been cancelled. Given current difficulties, it is anticipated that we will create an online education hub
exclusively for media professionals who find themselves working in this field. We will have further updates in
Q2’s review
Website and Twitter stats
An analysis of the Headline website comparing the first quarter of 2019 with the same period in 2020 revealed
that there was a 143% increase in total users and a 140% increase in new users. However, most interesting was the
notable spike in users around February 15th following the death by suicide of Caroline Flack.

A series of four tweets relating to this event were posted by Headline, and a very
similar spike can be seen in the number of Tweet impressions, with the initial tweet
in this series receiving 108,769 impressions. In fact, 64% of website traffic to
Headline.ie in the week following Flack’s death came via Twitter.
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HEADLINE TEAM
Our Headline Education and Policy Officer, Sinéad Keating is currently on maternity leave. We are working on
filling her position in the interim. However, given our unusual circumstances, any new team member we recruit
will most likely have a slightly different work focus.
PLANS FOR NEXT QUARTER:
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Headline is Ireland’s national media programme for responsible reporting, and representation of mental ill health
and suicide. Our vision is an Ireland where fewer lives are lost through suicide. Our mission is to work with media
professionals and mental health advocates to facilitate improved understanding of mental ill health among Irish
audiences. We are a Shine programme and are 100% funded by the National Office for Suicide Prevention.
We are also a member of the International Association of Suicide Prevention (IASP) Media Task Force

SUPPORTING PEOPLE AFFECTED BY MENTAL ILL HEALTH
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WORKSHOP SURVEYS
All participants of Headline workshops, both student and professional, are asked to complete a survey in the
week leading up to a workshop and within 24 hours of taking the workshop. There is frequently a large drop-off
in student survey participants following the workshop so we have endeavoured to use averages of both pre- and
post-workshop survey responses to allow for a more accurate comparison.
MEDIA MONITORING METHODOLOGY
Article categorisation
Articles are categorised as priority if they include the word ‘suicide’ or other terms associated with suicide (for
example ‘killed him/herself’) and also if they contain one of a list of stigmatising terms related to mental illness.
(Our current list is ‘lunatic’, ‘deranged’, ‘nutter’, ‘crazed’, ‘madman’ and ‘psycho’.)
Articles are categorised as non-priority if they include a pre-defined list of terms related to mental ill health, such
as ‘schizophrenia’ and ‘bipolar’. Being categorised as non-priority does not imply that articles related to mental ill
health are less important than those about suicide, but rather that they are analysed within a different timeframe.
At present we do not have available resources to analyse guideline adherence within the context of non-suicide
related articles.
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Our media monitoring is confined to publications with an online presence. We do not currently monitor print or
broadcast media. See below for the current list of publications and channels monitored.
agriland.ie
argus.ie
Beat 102-103
businessworld.ie
buzz.ie
carlowlive.ie
clare.fm
clarecourier.ie
clareherald.com
collegetimes.com
Connacht Tribune
Cork Independent
corkman.ie
Cork’s 96fm
Donegal Democrat
Donegal News
donegaldaily.com
donegalnow.com
Drogheda Independent
droghedalife.com
Dublin Inquirer
Dublin People
dublin.ie
dublinlive.ie
echo.ie
Enniscorthy Guardian
entertainment.ie
Evening Echo
evoke.ie
Extra.ie
farmersjournal.ie
Fingal Independent
fm104.ie
Galway Advertiser
Galway Independent
galwaybayfm.ie
goreyguardian.ie
goss.ie
her.ie
herald.ie
herfamily.ie
highlandradio.com
hotpress.com
Image
inishowennews.com
insideireland.ie

Irish Country Magazine
Irish Independent
Irish Tatler
irishexaminer.com
irishhealth.com
joe.ie
KCLR 96FM
kfmradio.com
Kildare Nationalist
kildarenow.com
Kilkenny People
kilkennynow.ie
Laois Nationalist
laoistoday.ie
Leinster Leader
leinsterexpress.ie
Leitrim Observer
Life and Fitness Magazine
Limerick Leader
limerick post
Limerick’s Live95FM
lmfm.ie
Longford Leader
Mayo Advertiser
merrionstreet.ie
midlands103.com
midwestradio
munster-express.ie
New Ross Standard
News Four
newstalk
northernsound.ie
nova.ie
Ocean FM
Offaly Express
Offaly Independent
OffTheBall.com
oireachtas.ie
q102.ie
radiokerry.ie
redfm.ie
Roscommon Herald
RSVP Magazine (IE)
RTE
shannonside.ie
shemazing.net

siliconrepublic.com
Sligo Weekender
sligotoday.ie
southeastradio.ie
sportsjoe.ie
Stellar
TG4.ie
The Anglo-Celt
The Avondhu
The Clare Champion
The Connaught Telegraph
The Dundalk Democrat
The Irish Mirror
The Irish Sun
The Irish Times
The Kerryman
The Mayo News
The Meath Chronicle
The Midland Tribune
The Nationalist (IE)
The Nenagh Guardian
The Sligo Champion
The Southern Star
The Sunday Business Post
The Tuam Herald
The Westmeath Independent
the42.ie
thejournal.ie
theliberal.ie
Tipperary Star
tippfm.com
tipptatler.ie
todayfm.com
Tullamore Tribune
Village Magazine
VIP Magazine
Waterford News & Star
Waterford Today
Weekly Observer
West Cork Times
Westmeath Examiner
Wexford People
Wicklow People
WLR fm
Woman’s Way
yaycork.ie
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