
REPORTING ON SUICIDE: GUIDE FOR OPERATION LIFESAVER
This resource provides tips for interacting with the media when discussing a rail suicide or trespass incident

WHY THIS IS IMPORTANT 
When interacting with the media it is important to understand the impact that reporting can have on vulnerable 
individuals. Irresponsible reporting and messaging following a suicide death may result in ‘copycat’ suicide attempts. 
This phenomenon, known as the Werther Effect, is known to contribute to elevated suicide rates (see 
WHO/MSD/MER/17.5 from the World Health Organization). This effect has been demonstrated for many methods of 
suicide, including those that occur on the railway system. 

Details that are associated with an increased risk of ‘copycat’ suicide may be included in rail suicide stories because the 
media may view these details as important to the story (e.g., details of the individual’s behavior or the precise location 
of the incident). How this incident is discussed with the media can help guide their reporting towards language that is 
less likely to result in additional suicide attempts.

The media can also play a positive role in inspiring hope, changing public perceptions, and providing resources to those 
at risk. Operation Lifesaver State Coordinators and volunteers can serve as a major resource for media reporting on rail 
incidents, thus providing the opportunity to help shape the story and support responsible media reporting coverage. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

1. Consider whether to comment
Consider whether or not it is appropriate to make a 
comment on any details of the incident. If appropriate, 
ensure that an identified spokesperson is providing all 
information.

2. Avoid providing details of the incident
Avoid descriptive details of the specific location (e.g., 
100 ft. east of station) and behaviors of the individual 
involved (e.g., leapt from platform in front of train). 
Detailed accounts of a rail suicide may prompt 
individuals already considering suicide to identify with a 
specific method or plan. 

3. Avoid highlighting lethality
Focus on rail safety but avoid discussing how deadly 
train-person collisions can be. Emphasis on the lethality 
or convenience of the rail system may be heard as a 
confirmation that the rail system is a viable means for 
suicide.

4. Use appropriate terminology
Avoid terms such as “committed” because it may 
suggest criminality, which can deter someone from 
seeking help. Instead terms such as “died by suicide” or 
referring to the incident as an intentional act, may be 
more appropriate. Also avoid sensationalizing rail suicide 
by referring to recent events as an “epidemic” or 
“skyrocketing”.

5. Provide suicide reporting resources
For these types of incidents journalists should follow 
reporting recommendations for suicide, generally. 
Suggest they visit (www.reportingonsuicide.org) for 
more information and tips. 

6. Encourage use of helpline information
If they are planning to report on an incident as a suicide 
refer them to suicide prevention resources such as those 
listed above to include in their article.

NATIONAL RESOURCES
• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (1-800-273-TALK)
• Crisis Text Line (Text HOME to 741741)

[Name of Local] RESOURCES
• (Local organization’s contact information)
• (Local organization’s website address)
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Safe and Effective Messaging on Rail Incidents
Dos and Don’ts for Suicide-Related Reporting

 Refer reporter to ME or coroner to obtain 
official cause of death

DOS

 Provide location with less detail:
• near the Downtown Station
• in the area around the 10th St rail 

crossing
 Provide no detail of behaviors*

• the individual was struck
• trespasser was on the tracks

 Use these terms:
• “died by” suicide
• “intentional act”
• “elevated” suicide rates

 Encourage reporters to seek out available 
recommendations:

• www.reportingonsuicide.org
• www.mindframe-media.info
• www.who.int

 [if reporting as a suicide] Encourage the 
inclusion of helpline and/or warning signs 
information from:

• 1-800-273-TALK (national helpline)
• www.AFSP.org (warning signs)
• Local Resources are listed on the front 

page

*Exception for unintended trespass, where details may be helpful for encouraging safe behaviors.

 Avoid any comments on cause of death 
without an official determination

DON’TS

 Avoid describing the exact location: 
• south end of the platform
• 50 ft. east of the 10th street rail 

crossing
 Avoid describing the individual’s actions: 

• jumped from the platform 
• kneeled in between the rails and 

waited for the train 

 Avoid the following terms: 
• “committed” suicide
• “successful” suicide attempt
• Suicide “epidemic”

 Don’t assume that the reporter is aware of 
available resources for responsible 
reporting, even if resources have been 
provided in the past.

 Suggest that a reporter describe an incident 
as a suicide; however, if the reporter plans 
to mention suicide, make clear that suicide 
reporting can result in ‘copycat’ suicide 
attempts if not done responsibly
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