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Newspaper Suicide Reporting in a Muslim Country: Analysis of
Violations and Compliance with International Guidelines
Shafiq Ahmad Kamboh a and Muhammad Ittefaqb

aCentre for Media, Communication and Information Research (ZeMKI), Universitat Bremen, Germany; bDepartment of
Communication and Journalism, University of Maine, Orono, USA

ABSTRACT
Suicide attempt rates are on the rise in predominantly Islamic Republic of
Pakistan. However, there exists an indigenous academic apathy toward
exploring media-suicide relationships. This study, using content analysis
and interviews, examines the lack of compliance with international ethical
guidelines for suicide reporting by Pakistani newspapers. In 553 reported
suicide cases, 2,355 guideline violations were detected. The overall tone of
suicide news stories remained overwhelmingly irresponsible, and analysis
indicates that both Urdu and English language newspapers made similar
violations. Largely ignorant of international standards, Pakistani journalists
report attempted suicide cases just like any other crime. This study suggests
a prompt action on the part of appropriate bodies to amend relevant codes
of ethics and eventually educate relevant journalist fraternities to report
suicides in a socially responsible way.
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Taking one’s own life is strongly forbidden in Islam, which has consequently helped confine the rate
of suicide attempts in Muslim countries until recent past. However, the latest recurrent public
suicide attempts in the Grand Mosque in Islam’s holiest city of Makkah (“Bangladeshi Man,” 2018;
“Frenchman Jumps,” 2018) and their widespread media coverage has underlined the need to expand
the field of suicide research and prevention in the Muslim world. Also, there is evidence that the
suicide attempt rate is increasing across the entire Muslim world (Shirazi et al., 2012), including
Pakistan (Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, 2014). As per Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan’s (HRCP) web page, its incidence was reported to be 1,993 attempts in the year 2015, 2,331
in 2016, and 3,542 reported cases in 2017 (HRCP, 2014). Concurrently, World Health Organization
(WHO) reported an increase of 2.6% cases from the year 2000 to 2012 in the country (WHO, 2014).
Although foreseeing the gravity of this situation, Khan and Reza (2000) noted the need for further
study of “the widely held belief that suicide is a rare phenomenon in an Islamic country like
Pakistan, and underscored the need for more culture specific research on this important public
health problem” (p.31).

A review of the literature on media-suicide contagion scholarship reveals that most of the scientific
studies have been undertaken in non-Muslim countries, where much of such exploration is focused on
media effects and related ethical norms. In the former domain, a number of studies have been
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examining the impact of media suicide representations on vulnerable populations (Koburger et al.,
2015; Park et al., 2016; Till, Fraissler, Voracek, Tran, & Niederkrotenthaler, 2018; Ueda, Mori,
Matsubayashi, & Sawada, 2017; Yang et al., 2013). Regarding ethics, most of the research is intended
to explore the cases of both violations and adherence to suicide reporting guidelines by the local mass
and social media (Easson, Agarwal, Duda, & Bennett, 2014; Fu, Chan, & Yip, 2011; Jain & Kumar, 2016;
John et al., 2017; Thom, McKenna, Edwards, O’Brien, & Nakarada-Kordic, 2012; Utterson, Daoud, &
Dutta, 2017).

Contemporary media-suicidology research in the Muslim world also is facing few methodological
challenges. For instance, due to the paucity of credible mechanisms to get data on fatal and nonfatal
suicide attempts, the presumed linkage between mass media portrayals and attempted suicide cases is
virtually impossible to explore. Moreover, the extent of violations and adherence to some reference
guiding principles is also difficult to examine, owing to the nonavailability of locally devised suicide
reporting ethical guidelines. In this case, the WHO resource guide is considered an appropriate
alternative internationally (Chu, Zhang, Cheng, Schwebel, & Hu, 2018). Despite having WHO and
other international guiding principles as an option and despite noticing perceptible demonstration of
unethical journalism by the mainstream news media of Pakistan, no studies have explored media
adherence to international resource guidelines.

Finding it a big gap in the literature, we analyze the existing suicide reporting practices in both
Urdu and English press of Pakistan, as a representative of the Muslim world. Our aim is to
contribute to health communication research (a) by identifying various international suicide report-
ing guidelines’ violations and adherence being observed by mainstream newspapers, (b) by compar-
ing the extent of responsibility between Urdu and English press, and (c) by assessing the tone of both
Urdu and English newspapers—toward responsible and irresponsible directions—with regard to
reporting suicide incidents within the larger context of social responsibility theory.

Theory and literature

Ethical violations/compliance of suicide reporting guidelines by mainstream newspapers

Keeping in view the sensitivity of suicide and associated issues, many developed countries have
devised various guidelines to ensure responsible reporting of suicide incidents (Pirkis, Blood,
Beautrais, Burgess, & Skehan, 2006). In this regard, WHO (2017) has also developed a resource
guide for the counseling of journalists across the globe. This landmark guidebook aptly discusses
certain “Dos and Don’ts” that the WHO considers obligatory for the responsible coverage of
attempted suicide incidents (p.viii). They include:

1) Do provide accurate information about where to seek help; 2) Do educate the public about the facts of
suicide and suicide prevention, without spreading myths; 3) Do report stories of how to cope with life stressors
or suicidal thoughts, and how to get help; 4) Do apply particular caution when reporting celebrity suicides; 5)
Do apply caution when interviewing bereaved family or friends; 6) Do recognize that media professionals
themselves may be affected by stories about suicide. (p.viii)

The guidelines also urge media to avoid certain behaviors:

1) Don’t place stories about suicide prominently and don’t unduly repeat such stories; 2) Don’t use language
which sensationalizes or normalizes suicide, or presents it as a constructive solution to problems; 3) Don’t
explicitly describe the method used; 4) Don’t provide details about the site/location; 5) Don’t use sensational
headlines; 6) Don’t use photographs, video footage, or social media links. (p.viii)

While following this WHO-led initiative, the “Reporting on Suicide” consortium offers even more
comprehensive online recommendations to its subscribers, including “Important Points for Covering
Suicide,” “Dos and Don’ts,” “Avoid Misinformation and Offer Hope,” “Suggestions for Online Media,
Message Boards, Bloggers, & Citizen Journalists,” “Warning Signs of Suicide,” “What to Do,” and
“Resources to Know” (Reporting on Suicide, 2015). This useful online resource not only offers help to
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its visitors in finding suitable suicide prevention experts, but it extends its online services in English,
Spanish, German, French, and Slovenian languages, as well. Particularly, its “Dos and Don’ts” section
guides journalists in how to cover an attempted suicide case if it is indispensable to report. For instance,
instead of a prominently placed headline depicting the method of taking one’s own life, such as, “Kurt
Cobain Used Shotgun to Commit Suicide,” the guidelines suggest merely stating, “Kurt Cobain Dead at
27” (p.1). Similarly, along with the written text, the reporters should use “school or work or family
photo or include hotline logo” instead of displaying “photos/videos of the location or method of death,
grieving family, friends, memorials, or funerals” (p.1). Likewise, journalists should avoid giving the
details of any suicide note. Alternatively, in such cases, it should be reported as, “A note from the
deceased was found and is being reviewed by the medical examiner” (p.1). In the same way, while
reporting an attempted suicide case, reporters should “seek advice from suicide prevention experts” to
explore or focus on the root causes of the incident, instead of “quoting/interviewing police or first
responders about the causes of suicide” (p.1). In another place, this valuable resource booklet cautions
journalists against assuming that a suicide was inexplicable or “without warning.” Instead, it advises, as
“most, but not all, people who die by suicide exhibit warning signs,” the guidelines urge media to
include “warning signs” and “what to do” sidebars (p. 1–2).

Another worthy attempt in this context has been made by a consortium that includes the UK-based
organization the MediaWise Trust, the National Union of Journalists (UK and Ireland), and the
International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) in consultation with suicide prevention agencies. This
resource guideline (2003) includes points missing in other contemporary resource books. For instance,
it states that sensible suicide reporting should give due consideration to the feelings of relatives of the
deceased person by “acknowledging that sudden death creates problems for family and friends” (p. 2). It
further recommends that reporters “avoid speculation, especially about ‘celebrity’ suicides,” as it may
trigger copycat behavior or it may be “hurtful to survivors” (p. 2). It also points out that “journalists are
vulnerable too” because of the fact that “working in the media involves stress, competition and unusual
challenges, in addition to the pressures individuals face in their private lives” (p. 2). Thus, for a healthy
professional relationship, the working journalists should provide support and share concern particularly
“when colleagues experience emotional difficulties” (p. 2).

The motive behind such initiatives is to discourage news media outlets from disseminating that
kind of content that can prompt suicide contagion among the vulnerable populations. The intro-
duction of these recommendations also has inspired researchers worldwide to explore their native
country’s media content to detect violations or compliance of such guidelines.

For example, Tatum, Canetto, and Slater (2010) derived 12 items from the 2001 US media
guidelines for suicide reporting to assess American press adherence to them. They found that the
selected US newspapers did not regularly follow the suggested procedures while covering suicide
cases. In a similar study, Fu et al. (2011) found gross noncompliance of the WHO guidelines by the
newspapers of three East Asian markets, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China. Following this pattern,
John (2017) detected lurid and substandard reporting by 22 UK newspapers, the majority of whose
suicide news stories irresponsibly mentioned the suicide method in the headline, highlighted the site
of the suicide, publicized photographs, and used phrases that were discouraged by most guidelines
for suicide reporting. Marginal coverage was given to the sources from where the parasuicidal could
seek help and advice. Likewise, Pirkis et al. (2009), while assessing changes in Australian suicide
news reporting between the periods 2000–2001 and 2006–2007, found improvements in quality of
reports after the issuance of media resources.

This study of Pakistani media follows this global line of inquiry to explore and measure the
perceived common violations and adherence to international guiding principles for suicide reporting
by the mainstream local press.

JOURNAL OF MEDIA ETHICS 3



Extent of responsibility between Urdu and English press

In Pakistan, English-language newspapers are considered more mature and responsible, com-
pared to their Urdu counterparts (Razi, 2014; Shafqat, 2009). As per Shafqat’s (2009) assessment,
this difference is due to the difference in mindset between Urdu and English press journalists.
Because English journalists are better educated and more professional than their Urdu collea-
gues, English dailies tend to be less sensational and more responsible. Bearing these distinctions
in mind, this study explores the degree to which both exhibit responsibility while reporting
suicide incidents.

Reporting suicide and social responsibility theory

The study of suicidal behavior and its coverage in mass media has been an important area of public
health research since the 19th century (Sisask & Värnik, 2012). Suicide is considered a public health
problem and experts have long urged giving high priority to it with regard to its prevention and
research (Nordentoft, 2007). Reporting suicide is equally grave, too, as it may prompt imitation or
copycat suicides—also known as examples of the so-called Werther effect, mostly to those who are at
risk of suicide (Phillips, 1974). The term Werther effect has many synonyms, including media
contagion effect, copycat effect, and imitational effect. A published suicide attempt can serve as
a trigger and consequently may generate this lethal effect if reported irresponsibly (Sisask &
Värnik, 2012). A body of research has strongly suggested that widely publicized celebrity suicide
incidents can bring about the known media contagion effect. Many studies have found that a marked
increase in the number of public suicide attempts have been observed following the media coverage
of a known public figure or a celebrity suicide (Cheng et al., 2007; Etzersdorfer, Voracek, & Sonneck,
2004; Fu & Yip, 2009; Jeong et al., 2012). Other studies reveal that the detailed depiction of the
method of a celebrity suicide incident or in a TV drama or film prompted an imitational behavior
among the vulnerable receivers (Ashton & Donnan, 1981; Hegerl et al., 2013). Also, a few studies
identified a media contagion effect after the publication of increased suicide news stories in the mass
media (Hassan, 1995; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2009).

Social responsibility theory (McQuail, 2010) assigns mass media a special role regarding how they
ought to perform responsibly in a democratic society. In fact, during examining debates concerning
media-society interrelationship, he detected a variety of problems, including the media contagion
effect. He identified that “there have been well-documented cases of the media playing an apparently
stimulating role in crimes or suicide” (p. 144), which, in turn, can lead to imitation. He stated that
“the media should follow agreed codes of ethics and professional conduct” (p. 147) to act in a socially
responsible way.

In this connection, Ali (2012), while analyzing the media landscape of Pakistan, questioned the
social responsibility role of the local mass media. Expressing her dismay over current violations of
codes of ethics and media laws, she also provided hope for the future of Pakistani media—if the
media owners and journalists are ready to follow internationally accepted standards of ethical
journalism and norms. Against this background, we decided to check the tone of selected suicide
news stories, identifying how such tones may suggest ambivalent, responsible, and irresponsible
directions. Determining such direction can help us judge the extent of print media’s embrace of
a social responsibility role and eventually to evaluate the applicability of social responsibility theory
on the national print media scene regarding suicide coverage. Based on the preceding review, we set
the following research questions:

RQ1: Which international suicide reporting guidelines appear to be most frequently violated by
mainstream Pakistani newspapers?
RQ2: Which language newspapers were more responsible with regard to reporting suicide
incidents?
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RQ3: How much Pakistani newspapers suicide coverage reflect an embrace or rejection of social
responsibility theory?

Method

To answer these research questions, we applied a content analysis method, which is one of the most
widely used techniques for examining media texts (Kerlinger, 1973; Wimmer & Dominick, 2014).
We answered RQ1 and RQ2 by applying quantitative content analysis to measure the frequency of
violations and adherence to international guidelines by the sample content. We explored RQ3 by
applying the deductive approach of qualitative content analysis to assess the tone/direction of the
sample content. In Neuman’s (2005) words, “Frequency simply means counting whether or not
something occurs and, if it occurs, how often. Direction is noting the direction of messages in the
content along some continuum (e.g., positive or negative, supporting or opposed)” (p. 294).
According to Elo and Kyngäs (2008), this “deductive approach is useful if the general aim was to
test a previous theory in a different situation” (p. 107). It is pertinent to mention here that we
specifically framed RQ3 to check the applicability of social responsibility theory on the local print
media landscape of the country.

To start with Wimmer and Dominick’s (2014) content analysis procedures, we selected three
Urdu dailies (i.e., Daily Jang, Daily Express, & Daily Dunya) and three English dailies (i.e., Daily
Dawn, Daily The News, & Daily The Nation) as our universe of the study. The rationale behind this
inclusion criteria was that these mainstream newspapers comprehensively represent most of the
popular and influential publishing houses of the country with vast circulations and credibility among
readers. Afterward, by applying a purposive sampling method, we extracted 553 suicide incidents
based on news stories published from January 1, 2017 to August 31, 2017 as our sample content from
the online archives of all selected newspapers. For English dailies, we looked at both e-paper and
online versions of stories, whereas for Urdu dailies only e-paper stories were considered. In fact, due
to the nonavailability of archived content, Urdu online news items were not available for analysis.
For this study, we operationalized an individual’s attempted suicide case as our unit of analysis,
where an individual could be anyone (e.g., an ordinary citizen or a celebrity or a distinguished
official of the government or a person from a foreign country), excluding a terrorist suicide bombing
case. To measure frequency and to judge the direction of the sample content, we constructed nine
categories. These categories were extracted from three reference resource guidebooks: WHO (2008),
WHO (2017), Reporting on Suicide (2015), and Samaritans’ (2013) recommendations for promoting
responsible coverage of suicide incidents. Our operationalizations are as follows:

Category A: Prominence: According to WHO (2017) guidelines, prominently placed and unduly
repetitive suicide news stories can cause imitative behaviors. In light of this suggestion, an indivi-
dual’s reported suicide case published on the front or back page, or at the top of the inside pages of
a newspaper; or having undue repetition/updates, was placed in this category. For the online editions
of English newspapers, any suicide news story with 100 words or more was also included.

Category B: Method/Site: A reported suicide news item containing details of the nature, type
(e.g., type of ligature), and quantity (e.g., quantity of drugs taken) of the method; or an unusual
method; or site of a completed suicide (e.g., a bridge); or having mention of the method in the
headline of the news story was considered in this category.

Category C: Photo: As per Samaritans’ media guidelines (2013) pictorial coverage of a person
who died by suicide is extremely upsetting for bereaved family. So a suicide news report should avoid
publishing the images of “specific locations, such as a bridge or cliff, especially if this is a place where
people frequently take their own lives” (p. 9). Photographs of the scene of a given suicide (particu-
larly if the location or method clear to the reader) can have copycat effect on the vulnerable people
(WHO, 2008). Thus, a unit of analysis containing photographs of the scene, or of the method of an
attempted suicide; or pictures of an individual who has died by suicide was included in this category.
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Category D: Privacy: WHO (2008) guidelines emphasize to respect the privacy of the people who
have been bereaved by suicide as they are experiencing a period of grief and other related issues.
A unit of analysis exposing the identity of the person who died by suicide; or the bereaved by suicide
was placed in this category.

Category E: Language: Both WHO (2008) and Samaritans’ media guidelines (2013) suggest
a careful and responsible use of language while reporting a suicide case, as it can otherwise cause
stigma or sensationalize or normalize a death. WHO guidelines recommends avoiding such words as
“unsuccessful suicide” (which may be interpreted death as a desirable outcome), or “committed
suicide” (which denotes criminality), or even “suicide” (particularly in the headline; p. 8). The
Samaritans’ media guidelines suggests avoiding such phrases as “suicide victim,” “suicide epidemic,”
“craze” or “hotspot,” “suicide-prone,” or “suicide tourist” (p. 11). Moreover, the guidelines urge
media to avoid language that may glorify celebrity “suicide victims as martyrs and objects of public
adulation, [which] may suggest to susceptible persons that their society honors suicidal behavior”
(WHO, 2008, p. 8). Reporting on Suicide (2015) suggested using words such as “rise” or “higher” in
place of melodramatic words such as “epidemic” or “skyrocketing” in a news story (p. 1). A unit of
analysis using any such words in the details of the story or the word “suicide”’ in the headline of the
story was included in this category.

Category F: Oversimplification: WHO (2008) guidelines suggest that media not oversimplify
suicide cases, as they typically involve many contributory factors, including mental and physical
illness, family disputes, interpersonal conflicts, life stressors, and substance abuse (p. 7). Reporting
on Suicide (2015) guidelines advise not to report an attempted suicide case in an oversimplifying
way, as most of such attempts are accompanied by prior “warning signs” (p.1). Stories that appeared
to oversimplify attempted suicide cases (i.e., by considering it the result of just a single reason), or
were devoid of detailed context or warning signs was incorporated in this category. For instance,
a news story presenting an attempted suicide case as a failure to deal with the individual’s personal
problems, including a jilted love, exam failure, joblessness, debt problem, or job loss as the only
reason behind that suicide incident was included in this category.

Category G: Mental Disorder: According to Samaritans’ media guidelines (2013), about 90% of
individuals who take their own lives have mental-health issues. So stories revealing the mental
disorder of a person in a suicide case were counted in in this category.

Category H: Public Education: According to WHO (2017) advice, the publication of the fact that
suicide is a major public health issue will help to educate the public. Stories that attempt to do so, by
attempting to educate readers about the warning signs of suicidal behavior, or by reporting that
depression—being strongly associated with suicidal behavior—is treatable, or providing information
about the physical consequences of nonfatal suicide attempts (e.g., paralysis, brain or organ damage,
etc.) were placed in this category.

Category I: Help Information: Stories that provided information about the options for seeking
help (e.g., consulting a psychiatrist, visiting a nearby mental hospital) for those persons experiencing
suicidal thoughts were included in this category, as were stories providing words of sympathy to
grieving family members (which can encourage family and friends to intervene and support the
survivor).

After operationalizing the content categories, we trained two coders to undertake both
manifest and latent coding. According to Neuman (2005), putting the observable and countable
surface data of the sample content into a relevant category is called manifest coding. To perform
this, we asked coders to note down such words, sentences, paragraphs, or photographs in each
unit of analysis, which indicated compliance or violations of the reference guidelines. We further
trained them to place each of the detected violations into one or more of the first six categories,
whereas content reflecting the reference guidelines were placed into one or more of the last three
categories. Eventually, we counted the coded content from all categories, which helped us to
answer RQ1 and RQ2. To measure the association between both language newspapers regarding
their extent of responsibility to cover suicide cases (RQ2), we carried out both descriptive and
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correlation analyses. Initially, we performed descriptive analysis to identify the ranking of
violations and adherences made by both language newspapers. Afterward, correlations were
used to assess the association between both language newspapers regarding their compliance or
violations of reference guidebooks.

However, RQ3 required a different treatment from content analysis. Here, we applied, Neuman’s
(2005) suggested “latent coding” technique, which reveals that, unlike manifest coding, “a researcher
using latent coding looks for the underlying, implicit meaning in the content of a text” (p. 296). To
follow this direction, we asked our coders to judge the overall tone of each unit of analysis against
any of the three directions (responsible, irresponsible, and ambivalent) by adopting Berelson’s (1952)
coined technique, called the totality of impression. To determine the total impression or over-all
tone of the stories, coders were trained to judge different phrases, words, idioms, images, or
adjectives present in the texts of the sample content. This textual analysis was an interpretative
approach to assess the extent of responsibility being shown by selected dailies while covering
attempted suicide cases. A responsible assessment was attached to stories that appeared to adhere
to key tenets of suicide reporting guidelines in terms of three categories: mental disorder, public
education, and help information. An irresponsible assessment was attached to stories that appeared
to violate guidelines for six categories: prominence, method/site, photo, privacy, language, and
oversimplification. An ambivalent assessment was attached to stories that appeared to reflect
compliance with the tenets of some categories but non-compliance with others. We devised
purposeful data sheets to code the content for the help of coders. After coding, we used Holsti’s
(1969) formula for nominal data to calculate intercoder reliability. This formula helped us to achieve
a level of 83% intercoder reliability.

The results attained through content analysis method generated many worthwhile questions.
Based on them, we conducted qualitative in-depth interviews with 10 key participants (see
Table 1).

To get diverse views, our interview sample included four crime reporters and three editors from
both Urdu and English mainstream dailies. Also, we engaged one known media academician and the
president of a journalist representative body.1 Because the crime reporting beat is heavily dominated
by male reporters in Pakistan, we found only one female crime reporter for the interview, who could
not participate due to conflicting schedules. We conducted all interviews via Skype or telephone
because the participants were positioned in Pakistan. Interview questions were broadly structured to
examine whether the participants were aware of international suicide reporting guidelines. Questions
included: To what extent were they enlightened about reporting mental disorders and suicide
reporting or a social responsibility role for mass media during their education or training? How
did this enlightenment impact their daily work? From which sources they got informed about

Table 1. In-depth interviews participants.

Name Byname* Gender Work distinction

Mian Saifur Rehman Mian Male Editor reporting (English daily)
Asha’ar Rehman Rehman Male Resident editor (English daily)
Mian Habib Ullah Habib Male Editor reporting (Urdu daily)
Arshad Dogar Dogar Male Crime reporter (English daily)
Ashraf Javed Javed Male Crime reporter (English daily)
Syed Musharraf Shah Shah Male Crime reporter (Urdu daily)
Umer Javed Umer Male Crime reporter (Urdu daily)
Ali Sahi Sahi Male Crime reporter (Urdu daily)
Rana Muhammad Azeem Azeem Male President, PFUJ1

Dr. Mughees ud Din Sheikh Sheikh Male Media academician

Note. *To distinguish a participant from others with the same given name, byname are used

1First information report (FIR) is a written document prepared by the officials in local police stations in Pakistan when they receive
information about the commission of a crime.
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a suicide news incident? How did they structure a suicide news story? Did they receive any
instructions from editors on how to report a suicide attempt? After the completion of interviews,
all 10 recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through a textual analysis.
Eventually, we presented and analyzed the entire collected data—both quantitatively and qualita-
tively—to draw out conclusions from it.

Results

We analyzed 553 reported suicide cases to answer three research questions. The results in Table 2
show the suicide stories of the selected media outlets exhibited 2,355 guideline violations and only
five examples of guideline compliance.

The data further reveals that of the six categories, language (E), privacy (D), oversimplification,
(F) and prominence (A) were the most violated areas of the reference guidelines, respectively. If
around 99% of the total attempted-suicide stories were using careless language, 98% and 97% of the
stories were exposing privacy of the bereaved family and discussing the attempted suicides in
simplistic ways, respectively. Similarly, 93% of the total attempted-suicide stories were prominently
placed, whereas 34% of them disclosed detailed methods or the site of the incidents. However, in

Table 2. Frequency of reference guidelines’ violations by selected newspapers.

Daily Name Cases A* B C D E F Total

Dunya 93 79 (85)** 12 (13) 00 (0.0) 93 (100) 93 (100) 91 (98) 368 (16)
Express 143 131 (92) 91 (64) 00 (0.0) 139 (97) 141 (99) 132 (92) 634 (27)
Jang 216 213 (99) 27 (12) 12 (6) 214 (99) 216 (100) 215 (99) 897 (38)
Dawn 44 39 (89) 23 (52) 06 (14) 42 (95) 44 (100) 43 (98) 197 (8)
The News 33 27 (82) 18 (55) 03 (9) 32 (97) 33 (100) 33 (100) 146 (6)
The Nation 24 23 (96) 16 (67) 07 (29) 21 (87) 23 (96) 23 (96) 113 (5)
Total 553 512 (93) 187 (34) 28 (5) 541 (98) 550 (99) 537 (97) 2,355

Note. *Categories. **No. of violations (percentage).

Table 3. Frequency of reference guidelines’ adherence by selected newspapers.

Daily Name Cases G* H I Total

Dunya 93 00 (0.0)** 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0)
Express 143 02 (1.4) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 02 (40)
Jang 216 01 (0.5) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 01 (20)
Dawn 44 01 (2.3) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 01 (20)
The News 33 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0)
The Nation 24 01 (4.2) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 01 (20)
Total 553 05 (0.9) 00 (0.0) 00 (0.0) 05 (100)

*Categories, **No. of violations (Percentage)

Table 4. Comparison of the ranking of violations/adherence between Urdu and English dailies.

Guidelines
Violations/
Adherence

Total
Urdu

(N = 1902) Ranking Urdu

Total
English

(N = 458) Ranking English

Grand
Total

(N = 2,360)

Prominence 423 4 89 4 512
Method/Site 130 5 57 5 187
Photo 12 6 16 6 28
Privacy 446 2 95 3 541
Language 450 1 100 1 550
Simplification 438 3 99 2 537
Mental Disorders 03 7 02 7 5
Public Education 00 8 00 8 00
Help Information 00 9 00 9 00
Total 1902 (81%) 458 (19%) 2,360 (100%)

(N = 2,360), ρ = 0.98 < 1.0, p = .000
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contrast to the high number of violations committed in these categories, only 5% of stories included
photographs of the locations of suicide attempts or of individuals who tried to take their own lives.

Based on Table 3 data, results indicate that only 0.9% of the stories mentioned any mental
disorder linked to attempted suicides. No news reports were aimed to educate the readers to consider
suicide just like any other public health issue, nor did any of them publish any link or help center
information where the persons who were at risk of suicide could seek any help.

The data in Table 4 indicates a strong positive linear relationship between the ranked variables,
where the value of the correlation coefficient (ρ) is 0.98333 (close to +1) and the two-tailed value of
p is 0.000. By normal standards, this association between the two variables would be considered
statistically significant. These results suggest that stories in both Urdu and English language news-
papers featured similar patterns of guideline compliance and noncompliance.

Table 5 indicates that the overall tone of selected stories was assessed to be overwhelmingly
irresponsible (99.1%). Conversely, at negligible number of stories (0.9%) featured a mix of both
responsible and irresponsible reporting. None of the reported suicide stories was found to respon-
sibly reflect international reference guidelines.

Discussion

Reporting suicide in Pakistan: gross violations, minor compliance

This study was primarily aimed at detecting journalistic violations and compliance with WHO and
Samaritans’ guidelines in the coverage of suicide incidents in Pakistan. In this connection, gross
violations and minor adherence to the guidelines have raised many questions on the state of
contemporary print journalism in the country.

Only one of the editors interviewed revealed that they were aware of the international standards to
report suicide cases. However, that editor (Rehman) suggested that such standards were not applicable to
the media-suicide landscape of Pakistan, because of country-specific reasons behind suicide attempts. Both
Habib and Rehman said that they attend seminars every year on world Mental Health Day, organized by
different mental health organizations. During speeches, they said that journalists are asked to join hands
with experts to help spread awareness about mental-health issues at community level. However, in such
programs, they have never been asked to be careful while reporting suicide incidents. As one noted,
“Perhaps because of the lack of supporting research at the local level, we are ignorant about any connection
between suicide reporting and increasing suicide rate in the country yet.”

When reporter participants were asked if they had studied how to report mental disorders,
including attempted-suicide cases, during their journalism studies, all of them confirmed that their
reporting course outlines did not carry any such content. While stating the worth of theory in the
practice, Sahi argued that:

In the practical journalism, many concepts that I learned during my higher studies guide me about how to
report or whether to report or not to report a crime. However, as I was not informed to feel the sensitivity of
suicide and related mental health issues, therefore, I report a suicide case in a similar way as I report any other
crime incident.

Table 5. Tone of the selected unit of analyses.

Name of the Daily Unit of Analyses Responsible Irresponsible Ambivalent

Dunya 93 00 (0.0)* 93 (100) 00 (0.0)
Express 143 00 (0.0) 141 (99) 02 (1.4)
Jang 216 00 (0.0) 215 (99) 01 (0.5)
Dawn 44 00 (0.0) 43 (98) 01 (2.3)
The News 33 00 (0.0) 33 (100) 00 (0.0)
The Nation 24 00 (0.0) 23 (96) 01 (4.2)
Total 553 00 (0.0) 548 (99.1) 05 (0.9)

*No. of unit of analyses (Percentage)

JOURNAL OF MEDIA ETHICS 9



While expanding this debate, Dogar, Javed, Shah, and Umer shared their common experience of
reporting a suicide incident. They informed that attempting suicide is a crime as per the country’s
penal code. Therefore, a suicide case comes into the crime reporters’ knowledge from a local police
station, where the police officers provide them the FIR1 of the incident. Reporters blindly follow this
piece of paper and report the case just like any other crime. And because an FIR is a detailed written
note of the actual suicide incident, news reports routinely relay the identity and whereabouts of the
person who attempted suicide along with the method he/she opted and the reported reason behind
the attempt with police language. Moreover, as an FIR usually does not include photographs of the
person who attempted suicide, most of the suicide stories are published without any pictorial
coverage. While admitting the worth of ethical codes or similar guidelines, Shah commented that:

We are quite careful to report a rape case. We do not give the name, whereabouts, and the photograph of the
victim. We do it so because we are guided on it by relevant bodies’ code of conduct. Additionally, being as
a human being, we have all our sympathies and support for the victim of an offense. In the case of a suicide
incident; however, both these factors are missing. We have never been sensitized on how to report it, in
addition to considering a person who tried to take one’s own life a sinner and coward.

None of the participant reporters said they receive any instructions from editors regarding how to
report a suicide attempt. In this connection, Javed shared a contrary experience:

Once, after being inspired by an international suicide news report, I sought permission from my editor to
replace the stigmatized word ‘committed suicide’ with a neutral term ‘die by suicide.’ However, the editor, after
discussion with other executives, instructed me to not to deviate from routine practice and resume to use the
word ‘committed suicide’ as usual.

After considering the results of this study regarding the irresponsible tone of the suicide news stories,
Sheikh, a media theorist and academician, stated that:

The gross violations of international guidelines by the mainstream press and its decidedly irresponsible tone to
cover suicide news stories help us to safely remark that social responsibility theory is not entirely applicable to
the current print media landscape of the country.

On the pattern of standards violations found in both the Urdu and English press, Sheikh stated:

This trend reveals that the interrelationship between media portrayals of suicide attempts and increasing suicide
rate in the country needs to be scientifically explored. There is a dire need to examine to what extent the suicide
rate had increased after the recent cases of celebrity and government officials’ suicide in the country. People
who have survived suicide attempts should be probed to detect the role of mass media in helping them in the
act. In fact, in the absence of any local empirical data, both Urdu and English media practitioners won’t be
ready to leave their existing practice. Even the organizations and journalistic forums won’t update their code of
conduct regarding how to report suicides unless they get any research evidence.

Azeem, the journalists union president, agreed:

It is very hard to persuade PFUJ officials to amend the body’s existing code by giving examples and sharing case
studies from developed or non-Muslim countries. In fact, each part of the world has its own ground realities
and socio-cultural factors behind taking one’s own life.

Conclusion

This study documents how the news coverage patterns of attempted-suicide incidents by both Urdu
and English newspapers of Pakistan are equally and markedly irresponsible, making similar viola-
tions to international suicide-reporting guidelines. None of the selected newspaper stories were
found to offer details for public education or places/links where a parasuicidal could seek help in
case of having suicidal ideation. Across the board, editors and reporters remain unaware of

2Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists (PFUJ) is an independent journalist body having its own constitution, accountability process
and code of conduct. Details are available at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakistan_Federal_Union_of_Journalists.
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international standards of suicide reporting and thus embrace the habit of covering suicide incidents
just like any other crime. This practice is a gross violation of Reporting on Suicide (2015) guidelines,
which recommend that journalists should not probe and report on suicide similar to reporting on
crimes. Instead, they should report attempted suicide cases as a public health issue. As indicated, this
practice calls for substantial future research. The detection of any positive relationship in this
domain can lead to some valuable addition in existing journalistic codes of conduct followed by
journalist training workshops, which can eventually improve existing suicide reporting practices in
the country.
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