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Abstract
Background: Media reporting guidelines at the international and national level provide instructions about how to 
report suicide notes in news reports. However, very little is known about the status of media reporting of suicide notes 
in India. We aim to assess the content of media reports on suicide, focusing on the descriptions of suicide notes.
Methods: We analyzed the media reports on suicide in three different languages, namely, Odia, Malayalam and 
English, published in the States of Odisha and Kerala between 2019 and 2020, and assessed the quality against the 
World Health Organization media reporting guidelines.
Results: We assessed 625 news reports, of which about 11% (n=67) had mentioned a suicide note; most were in English 
language reports (n=41), followed by Malayalam (n=20) and Odia (n=6). More than 60% of the reports mentioned a 
summary of the suicide note; more than 40% had reference to a person; and 44% had attributed reasons like shame, 
blame, guilt etc. An important positive characteristic noted was that no report included photos of suicide notes. The 
study revealed the quality of media reporting of suicide, with a specific focus on suicide notes in India.
Conclusion: It presents a similar quality of media reporting to other domains with a high presence of negative 
characteristics and a negligible presence of positive reporting characteristics.
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INTRODUCTION

Suicide is a major public health issue in India. As 
per the latest report of the National Crime Re-

cords Bureau (NCRB), the suicide rate in India 
was 12.4 per 100,000 population in the year 2022 
(NCRB, 2023). Many of those attempting suicide 
leave notes providing some idea of their mental 
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state (Foster, 2003; Freuchen and Grøholt, 2015; 
Mejías-Martín et al., 2023; Namratha et al., 2015). 
Prior studies that analysed such notes found ma-
jor themes such as reasons for suicide; feelings of 
shame/guilt/apology; concerns and love for those 
left behind; feeling of being a burden; instruction 
or guidance about practical affairs; and hopeless-
ness (Foster, 2003; Freuchen and Grøholt, 2015; 
Namratha et al., 2015). Understanding the con-
tent of suicide notes may help mental health pro-
fessionals understand the underlying issues, thus, 
formulating a suicide prevention plan for vulner-
able individuals. These notes are also indicative 
of the lethality of suicide attempts: when an in-
dividual with suicidal ideation writes a note, it 
increases the risk of attempting suicide (Huppert 
et al., 2023).

Suicide, being a horrifying event, often catches 
the attention of the media which often narrates 
the suicide stories in a detailed, explicit, and 
at times, sensational manner (Arafat, Shoib, et 
al., 2020; Arafat, Kar, et al., 2020; Arafat et al., 
2021; Armstrong et al., 2018, 2018; Chandra et 
al., 2014; Menon, Kar, et al., 2020). This manner 
of reporting of suicide has detrimental effects 
on vulnerable individuals in society (Niederk-
rotenthaler et al., 2010a, 2010b). To regulate the 
media reporting of suicide, several guidelines 
and recommendations have been issued by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) and other 
international bodies (Acosta Artiles et al., 2017; 
Menon, Kar, Ransing, et al., 2021). According to 
the WHO recommendations, mention of suicide 
notes in media reports is potentially harmful as 
it may glorify, romanticize, and identify the indi-
vidual and family members (Acosta Artiles et al., 
2017). There is a prevalence of reporting of sui-
cide notes in the media. However there is a wide 
variation in how this is presented to the public 
(Arafat, Kar, et al., 2020; Arafat et al., 2021; Arm-
strong et al., 2018; Chandra et al., 2014; Kar et 
al., 2021, 2022; Menon, Kar, et al., 2020; Menon, 
Mani, et al., 2021)4 from Bangladesh, one from 
Indonesia, one from Sri Lanka and one from 
Bhutan. In this study, we attempt to analyse the 
content of media reports on suicide, focusing on 

the descriptions of the suicide notes. 

METHODS

A total of seven investigators screened media re-
ports on suicide published in Odia, Malayalam 
and English, published in Odisha and Kerala. 
We extracted details from  previous data used 
for assessing the quality of media reporting in 
India (Odisha and Kerla) (Kar et al., 2022; Me-
non, Mani, et al., 2021). Investigators searching 
for suicide reports in English and Odia, used 
printed newspapers, whereas those searching in 
Malayalam used online news portals. This search 
was from mid-2019 to mid-2020. The data was 
extracted in a predesigned sheet. Information 
about different components of suicide notes such 
as direct quotes, summary, photograph of the 
note, reference to any person, mention of shame, 
blame, guilt or any other attributes, were extract-
ed from the media reports on suicides that oc-
curred in the jurisdiction of Odisha and Kerala. 
Reports of suicide bombings, medically assisted 
suicide and mass suicides were excluded. The 
newspapers selected were on the basis of their 
wider readership in the region. 

Formal ethical approval was not required as the 
data is taken from publicly available and acces-
sible information. Data extracted from the excel 
sheet was presented using descriptive statistics 
(as frequencies and percentages) and analyzed 
using R (R Core Team, 2023). 

RESULTS

There were 625 news reports on suicide (English, 
n=277; Malayalam, n=218; Odia, n=130) were 
identified, out of which 10.7% (n=67) mentioned 
a suicide note. Most were in English language re-
ports (n=41), followed by Malayalam (n=20) and 
Odia (n=6). The summary of the suicide note 
was mentioned in nearly 3/5ths of the reports 
(n=40). About 41% (n=27) of the suicide notes 
had reference to other persons. Only 44% (n=29) 
had attributed reasons like shame, blame or guilt. 
No reports mentioned a photo of the suicide note 
(Table 1).
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DISCUSSION 

We sought to analyze media reports on suicide that 
mentioned suicide notes and published between 
mid-2019 and mid-2020 in English newspapers and 
vernacular dailies. The main finding was that there 
is mention of suicide notes with a majority provid-
ing a summary of the note. There were more reports 
on suicide notes in English language dailies than in 
local vernacular dailies. This is a potentially harmful 
reporting practice and a clear breach of the WHO 
recommendations, 2023 (Preventing Suicide, 2023).

Such a focused analysis of suicide note content has 
been infrequent. Previous studies have mentioned 
the presence of suicide notes in media reports; fig-
ures quoted were in the range of  4.7%-10.5% (Me-
non et al., 2022, 2023, 2023; Menon, Kaliamoorthy, 

et al., 2020; Menon, Kar, Marthoenis, et al., 2021) 
there has been no systematic analysis of media re-
porting of suicide in Puducherry, a consistently high 
suicide burden state in India. Providing a summary 
of the suicide note mentioning the reference to any 
person and attributing reasons of shame, guilt, and 
others has significant implications. The audience of 
such newspaper reports, especially online, would be 
much larger. Firstly, it is distressing for the family 
and friends of the deceased. Secondly, it results in the 
glorification of suicide, which could potentially trig-
ger imitative suicides among vulnerable individuals 
via identification or similarity bias (Preventing Sui-
cide, 2023). Previous studies that have analysed the 
actual suicide notes reported that many of them had 
content suggesting an apology or feelings of shame 
and guilt (Mejías-Martín et al., 2023; Namratha et al., 
2015), similar to the present study. A recent quali-

Table 1. Details of suicide note as mentioned in the media reports

VVaarriiaabblleess  rreellaatteedd  ttoo  ssuuiicciiddee  nnoottee  ffrroomm  tthhee  nneewwssppaappeerr  rreeppoorrtt   nn  ((%%))  

Language used and name of newspaper  
MMaallaayyaallaamm  

Deepika 
Deshabhimani 

OOddiiaa  
Sambad 
EEnngglliisshh  

The Hindu 
The New Indian Express 

The Times of India 

 
 

  (40.3%) 

Direct quotes from suicide note 
Yes 
No 

 
18 (26.9%) 
49 (73.1%) 

Summary of the suicide note* 
Yes 
No 

 
40 (60.6%) 
26 (39.4%) 

Photo of the suicide note* 
Yes  
No 

 
0  

66 (100%) 

Reference to any person in the suicide note*  
Yes  
No 

 
27 (40.9%) 
39 (59.1%) 

Any shame, blame, guilt or any other attributes of suicide* 
Yes  
No 

 
29 (43.9%) 
37 (56.1%) 

 *Information about these components is missing for one news report therefore, n=66 here
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tative study among media professionals has high-
lighted that it is routine to mention if there is a sui-
cide note or not in news reports thus increasing the 
newsworthiness of the report, especially when there 
is a reference to a particular person or a causal situ-
ation. The general notion is that the suicide victim 
did not lie and conveyed their emotions/feelings and 
reasons through the note. Also, crime-beat reporters 
and the police play a critical role in suicide reporting. 
Police personnel must be educated to refrain from 
providing confidential details like suicide notes to 
reporters or any media professionals (Armstrong et 
al., 2020). Additionally, adequate awareness among 
news reporters is warranted, highlighting the harm-
ful impact of reporting details of suicide notes and 
the importance of sensible reporting.  

Our study has certain limitations. Due to practical 
difficulties, not all local language newspapers could 
be included. Observer bias could result from the use 
of single coders analysing the reports: this was mini-
mised by an initial training session given by a senior 
psychiatrist with  prior experience of conducting 
such studies on the questionnaire responses and data 
coding. 

CONCLUSION 

The study revealed the quality of media reporting of 
suicide, with a specific focus on suicide notes in In-
dia. It presents a similar quality of media reporting 
like other domains that predominate a high presence 
of negative characteristics and a negligible presence 
of positive reporting characteristics.
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