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Introduction 
 
Numerous studies support the idea that media coverage of a 
suicide has the potential to affect people who are themselves at 
risk of suicidal behaviour [1]. The evidence for this is especially 
strong in the case of a celebrity who has taken their own life [2,3].  
 
Both positive and negative effects are possible, depending on how 
the narrative is handled [4]. For example, risk can be reduced and 
help-seeking can be encouraged by adhering as much as 
possible to available suicide reporting guidelines.  
 
In examining guideline adherence, it is helpful to consider barriers 
to their use by journalists [5]. One element that could affect 
adherence is the type of article being written (e.g. in the event of 
“breaking news” of a celebrity’s death, tight deadlines, pressures to 
publish and other news production constraints may affect output.) 
 
 

Aims and Objectives 
 
A case study of Irish-origin online media coverage of Caroline 
Flack’s death will be used to examine whether the type of media 
narrative being produced impacts on compliance with suicide 
reporting guidelines.  

This study aims to lend itself to practical application, with any 
pattern/s of non-compliance emerging from it being used to inform 
future educational offerings to students of journalism and 
informational resources for experienced journalists.  
 
 

Methodology 
 
• All Irish-origin articles from February 2020 to July 2021 

related to Caroline Flack’s death and published by Irish online 
news sources with a daily readership of more than 5k were 
gathered (n=188) and categorised using Duncan and Luce’s 
‘Typology of Suicide Narratives’ [6,7].  
 

• A content analysis was then performed using a coding 
framework developed by the Headline team based on the 
Samaritans Suicide Reporting Guidelines.  
 
 

Findings 
 

Narrative Categories 

 

The five original narrative categories proposed by Duncan and 
Luce [6,7] were based on a general sample of media content about 
death and later, specifically about suicide. Some of the extensive 
reporting on Caroline Flack’s death fell outside these initial 
categories. This is likely because Flack’s high-profile public status 
turned coverage of her death into what Duncan and Luce term a 
‘suicide event’.  
 
With independent input from all three authors of the current study, 
two new categories were proposed for content that did not fit the 
existing five categories, while still containing a significant amount 
of information about Caroline Flack and her death: 
 
Issue-driven: Content in which the story of a person’s death by 
suicide is used to initiate discussion or commentary about a 
related issue. 
 
Relevance-driven: Content about events that happen because of 
or which are relevant to the death (e.g. when another celebrity 
chooses to talk about their own mental health issues as a stated 
result of Flack’s death.) 

 

Non-compliance with guidelines 
 

Below is a chart which illustrates the pattern of guideline non-
compliance by article category.   

 

 

Conclusions 

Several clear patterns are visible in the data above: 

• Signposting to suicide prevention resources is an area that needs 
focus across all narrative categories but especially in the ‘issue-
driven’ and ‘relevance-driven’ categories. 
 

• Both the ‘post-judicial’ and ‘relevance-driven’ categories have the 
widest spread of non-compliance with guidelines, suggesting these 
two areas as a potential focus for future educational offerings and 
engagement with journalists. 

 
 

Limitations 

The number of articles in some of the narrative categories was 
limited, and a larger sample may be needed to draw more robust 
conclusions. 
 
Elements of the coding framework were subjected to inter-rater 
reliability tests using Cohen’s kappa. Agreement for all but one 
element ranged from 0.88-1. However, ‘Implicit oversimplification’ 
had only moderate agreement (κ = 0.49). 
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