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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic initially raised concerns about
increased suicides, particularly due to stressors such as unem-
ployment, financial strain, and social disconnectedness,
however data from the earliest months of the pandemic gen-
erally showed no increases, including in three Canadian
provinces (Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba) (see
Supplemental file).1,2

Experts have recommended cautious media reporting
about the pandemic’s potential effects on suicides,3 as
suicide-related media discussions can influence population-
level behavior.4 Specifically, reporters have been advised
against presenting unbalanced, pessimistic statements about
the pandemic’s impact on suicides, as such messages may
increase suicide risk.3 In contrast, stories of hope and recov-
ery that present suicide as preventable may be protective.3,4

The current study aimed to investigate whether reports of
the pandemic’s effect on suicides were presented in a cau-
tious and responsible manner by major Canadian media orga-
nizations both nationally and in the three provinces for which
suicide data was available during study planning.

Methods
The two most circulated Canadian national print publica-
tions, two most circulated online publications, and the
single most circulated print and online publications for the
provinces of Alberta, British Columbia, and Manitoba were
identified through a media tracking company (Meltwater;
see Supplemental File). A standardized search string was
used to retrieve potentially relevant articles from the
ProQuest database (see Supplementary File). If ProQuest

did not catalogue a publication, manual keyword searches
were conducted on the publication website. Articles describ-
ing a relationship between the pandemic and suicide trends
published from 1 March to 31 July 2020, the intrapandemic
period for which suicide data was available during study
planning, were the main focus of the study. Articles discuss-
ing the association between the pandemic and other nonfatal,
suicide-related outcomes were also captured. A coding
scheme was used to abstract specific article themes and
media portrayals, focusing on the nature of discussed
suicide trends in order to compare media reports with
actual observations (Table 1). Two coders (M.G and N.J)
reviewed each article and resolved discrepancies with input
from the senior investigator (M.S.).
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Table 1. General and Suicide-Specific Characteristics of the Most Circulated Print and Online News Articles Describing the Relationship

Between the COVID-19 Pandemic and Suicide and/or Mental Health for Canada (National) (1 March 1-31 July 2020).

Article attribute

National

N= 59

Medium (print or online) Print
28 (47.5%)

Online
31 (52.5%)

Nonfatal suicide-related themes N= 28 N= 31
Increased suicidal ideation 2 (7.1%) 1 (3.2%)

Increased suicidal attempts/behaviors 4 (14.3%) 1 (3.2%)

Increased unspecified “self-harm” 1 (3.6%) 2 (6.5%)

Increased calls to suicide/crisis hotlines 4 (14.2%) 8 (25.8%)

Worsening mental health 16 (57.1%) 19 (61.3%)

Features of articles discussing suicide death trends
Number of articles (N= 25) N= 12 N= 13
Suicide trends discussed:

Increase 8 (66.7%) 9 (69.2%)

Decrease followed by increase 0 1 (7.7%)

Othera 4 (33.3%) 3 (23.1%)

Article type
News 9 (75.0%) 11 (84.6%)

Opinion/Editorial/Letter 3 (25.0%) 2 (15.4%)

Author type
Journalist 10 (83.3%) 11 (84.6%)

Expert 2 (16.7%) 1 (7.7%)

Other 0 1 (7.7%)

Articles features sensational headline describing suicide deaths 1 (8.3%) 3 (23.1%)

Article has major focus on suicide 4 (33.3%) 8 (61.5%)

Article describes large valence of change in suicide rates 5 (41.7%) 3 (23.1%)

Scope of effect on suicides
National (Canada-wide) 2 (16.7%) 4 (30.8%)

Regional (within Canada) 1 (8.3%) 0

Outside of Canada 3 (25%) 4 (30.8%)

General population/unspecified scope 6 (50%) 5 (38.5%)

Certainty of change in suicide rates
Definite/already occurred 1 (8.3%) 0

Speculative 8 (66.7%) 11 (84.6%)

Definite but Contingentb 3 (25.0%) 2 (15.4%)

Suicide-related statement contentc

Cautious/balanced view 4 (33.3%) 3 (23.1%)

Links pandemic mental health effects and suicides 6 (50.0%) 6 (46.1%)

Statement sourced

Scientific research 4 (33.3%) 6 (46.2%)

Expert opinion 5 (41.7%) 2 (15.4%)

Non-expert opinion 3 (25.0%) 5 (38.5%)

Mechanism of effect on suicide(s)e

Social disconnectedness 2 (16.7%) 5 (38.5%)

Financial/employment stressor 8 (66.7%) 13 (100%)

Other/unspecified lockdown effects 2 (16.7%) 1 (7.7%)

Other 3 (25.0%) 4 (30.8%)

a“Other” includes when multiple predictions are made within the same article (e.g., “suicide rates may increase or decrease”).
bIndicates suicide deaths are predicted to increase with definite certainty under specified conditions (i.e., if physical distancing measures continue).
cSome articles did not contain either of the two types of statements featured in the coding scheme (i.e., the sum of proportions of articles with either statement

comprise <100% of sample).
d“Source” indicates the strongest form of evidence provided in the article. From strongest to weakest, the order of strength of evidence is research, expert

opinion, non-expert opinion.
eMultiple mechanisms may be described in a single article and/or statement.
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Results
We retrieved 123 articles meeting study criteria, with 46
(37.4%) discussing pandemic-related suicide trends (national:
Table 1; provincial: Supplemental Table 1). Of these, 18
(39.1%) had a major focus on suicide. Most articles were cat-
egorized as news reports and were written by journalists, and
32 (69.6%) referenced scientific research and/or expert opin-
ions regarding pandemic-related suicides.

Pandemic-related suicide increases were the most com-
monly discussed trend, being featured in 35 articles (76%).
While most reports refrained from making definitive
claims, some described definite outcomes contingent on spe-
cific conditions, such as prolonged public health restrictions.
Unemployment and financial stressors were the most com-
monly described contributors to potential pandemic-related
suicides, followed by mental health and social disconnected-
ness. The most discussed non-suicide theme was worsening
mental health, featured in 90 articles (73.2% of the total).

Discussion
Our study found a substantial number of media articles from
the pandemic’s initial months discussing suicide and related
themes. Most reports suggested that the pandemic would
result in increased suicides, including some predicting large
magnitude increases, although a minority did present a
more nuanced view. Additionally, statements attributing
suicide to worsening societal problems (e.g., employment/
financial stressors), which have also positively correlated
with suicides,4 were frequently observed. These findings
are concerning given that media reports highlighting pessi-
mistic epidemiological data can influence subsequent sui-
cides,4 although whether this has actually occurred remains
unknown due to the lack of long-term, region-specific analy-
ses of Canadian intra-pandemic suicides. Canadian data ulti-
mately showed no change or decreases in suicides during
these initial months of the pandemic,2 whereas the frequent
discussion of pandemic-related worsening mental health
was consistent with population-based survey findings.5

A limitation of this study is that data describing the report-
ing of themes potentially protective against suicide was not
collected. Additionally, available data did not allow for esti-
mations of media reports’ potential influences on suicide
counts. Further research examining these factors over the
pandemic’s long-term duration would contextualize the
current findings.

The unprecedented, evolving situation of the COVID-19
pandemic poses challenges to media professionals and scien-
tists providing commentary. Our study demonstrates a need
for further efforts to encourage careful, nuanced reporting
on suicide and for experts to be cautious when making predic-
tions. This may be particularly important at the outset of
events like the pandemic when reporting drives the public nar-
rative of events, in this case, inaccurately. The incongruence

between early pandemic observations of increased self-
reported mental health problems and decreased/unchanged
suicides is also notable. It is a key lesson that increasing
mental distress across a population does not necessarily
mean that more suicides will occur. Journalists and the
experts who advise them should be aware of this fact and
should be advised not to suggest that one will inevitably
lead to the other. Overall, journalists should be encouraged
to emphasize potentially protective elements, such as depic-
tions of overcoming adversity,3,4 when reporting on large cat-
astrophic events such as the pandemic.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect
to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding
The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: This
study was funded in part by grants from the American Foundation
for Suicide Prevention (SRG-0-152-19) and Telus. MS also receives
salary support through Academic Scholars Awards (MS) from the
Departments of Psychiatry at the University of Toronto and
Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre.

ORCID iDs
Madeleine Gordon, BSc, MSc https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8725-
6145
Mark Sinyor, MSc, MD, FRCPC https://orcid.org/0000-0002-
7756-2584

Supplemental Material
Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References

1. Gunnell D, Appleby L, Arensman E, et al. Suicide risk and pre-
vention during the COVID-19 pandemic. Lancet Psychiatry.
2020;7(6):468‐471. doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30171-1.

2. Pirkis J, John A, Shin S, et al. Suicide trends in the early months
of the COVID-19 pandemic: an interrupted time-series analysis
of preliminary data from 21 countries. Lancet Psychiatry.
2021;8(7):579‐588. doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(21)00091-2.

3. Hawton K, Marzano L, Fraser L, et al. Reporting on suicidal
behaviour and COVID-19—need for caution. Lancet Psychiatry.
2021;8(1):15‐17. doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30484-3.

4. Niederkrotenthaler T, Voracek M, Herberth A, et al. Role of
media reports in completed and prevented suicide: werther
v. Papageno effects. Br J Psychiatry. 2010;197(3):234‐243.
doi: 10.1192/bjp.bp.109.074633.

5. Canadian Mental Health Association. COVID-19 effects on the
mental health of vulnerable populations: Wave 1. Published
2020 [accessed 2022 June 30]. https://cmha.ca/brochure/covid-
19-effects-on-the-mental-health-of-vulnerable-populations-wave-
1/.

La Revue Canadienne de Psychiatrie 0(0) 3

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/07067437221125316
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8725-6145
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8725-6145
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8725-6145
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7756-2584
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7756-2584
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7756-2584
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30171-1.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30171-1.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30171-1.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(21)00091-2.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(21)00091-2.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(21)00091-2.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30484-3.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30484-3.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30484-3.
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.109.074633.
https://cmha.ca/brochure/covid-19-effects-on-the-mental-health-of-vulnerable-populations-wave-1/
https://cmha.ca/brochure/covid-19-effects-on-the-mental-health-of-vulnerable-populations-wave-1/
https://cmha.ca/brochure/covid-19-effects-on-the-mental-health-of-vulnerable-populations-wave-1/
https://cmha.ca/brochure/covid-19-effects-on-the-mental-health-of-vulnerable-populations-wave-1/

	 Introduction
	 Methods
	 Results
	 Discussion
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


