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Abstract

Timely intervention in anticipation of a suicidal crisis is 
essential for successful treatment. In an effort to 
identify and clarify factors that may influence a suicidal 
crisis in an adolescent, this study examined the degree to 
which media stimulation affected adolescent suicide 
statistics. The cluster suicides which occurred in Clear 
Lake (Houston), Texas in 1984, were studied. It was 
expected that the resultant high level of media coverage 
would have exacerbated the situation and many more 
adolescents would have committed suicide after it. 
Adolescent automobile fatalities were also studied. An 
ex post facto study, using State of Texas mortality data, 
was the framework from which this study was conducted. 
Suicide statistics in the period following media stimulation 
were compared with two periods in which media stimulation 
was absent. The statistical analysis revealed an unexpected 
drop in the number of adolescent suicides and motor vehicle 
fatalities following the media stimulation.
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CHAPTER I
Introduction

Statement of Purpose
This study was designed to examine the influence of a 

high level of media stimulation (on the subject of specific 
adolescent suicides) on the number of adolescent suicide 
deaths for a discrete period of time following the 
stimulation.

A review of the literature has suggested that certain 
individuals attentive to media coverage of a particular 
suicide may be influenced to choose suicide for themselves. 
Empirical studies by Bollen and Phillips (1970) provide 
support for the theory that suicide stories in the media may 
precipitate imitative suicides and/or one person automobile 
fatalities. However, the populations studied in the past 
were not age specific. In view of the current adolescent 
suicide epidemic sweeping the United States, the mental 
health community continues to address the specific issue of 
adolescent suicides. This study seeks to contribute to the 
growing body of knowledge by answering the question: Is 
there a significant effect of a high level of media coverage 
reporting particular adolescent suicides on the number of 
adolescent suicides occurring after the media stimulation?

It was expected that the numbers of adolescent suicides 
would increase in the presence of a high level of media 
stimulation. In addition, to lend an additional dimension 



2

to this research, this study examined the numbers of 
adolescent motor vehicle fatalities in the presence of a 
high level of media stimulation. It was expected that these 
numbers would also increase.

The Problem Area
The problem area is related to a specific community 

crisis, adolescent suicides, and the degree to which high 
levels of media coverage influence this type of crisis. 
Adolescent suicides, especially those occurring in clusters, 
are a unique type of community crisis in which the 
devastation to the fabric of the community is vast, the 
short range effects can be and often are shattering, and the 
long range psychosocial implications are ominous. Victims 
of this type of crisis can be defined as those adolescents 
who succeed in taking their own lives, their families, 
friends, and neighbors who knew them directly. Another 
category of victims are those who have an indirect 
relationship to the dead — impressionable and perhaps 
pre-suicidal adolescents in the community at large.

Facing the tragic circumstances of adolescent suicides 
transposes a functional community into a community in 
crisis, with susceptible and suggestible individuals in 
potentially grave danger. This response is related to the 
contagion phenomena. Crisis theorists have developed a 
crisis model which explains three predictable 
characteristics of those individuals and communities 
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involved in crisis. One of the characteristics of this 
model emphasizes increased receptivity and susceptibility to 
influence in individuals (as well to groups, communities, 
and institutions) during periods of temporary upset 
precipitated by a sudden significant change (Parad, 1975).

It is a matter of public knowledge that the news media 
(in particular television and newspaper) becomes actively 
involved in the reporting of events of interest to the 
community. Adolescent suicides (particularly those in 
clusters) generate a high level of media involvement. At 
its best the media becomes an effective part of crisis 
intervention. They report the facts, provide referral 
information, and editorialize with sensitivity and 
compassion. Yet there is some evidence to suggest that the 
sensational nature of such a crisis as adolescent suicides 
makes even responsible reporting of questionable influence. 
Blumenthal (cited in Ellis, 1984) and Smith (cited in Flood, 
1985) posit that even the reporting of grieving family and 
friends (including pictures) has a damaging influence on 
suggestible teenagers who themselves may be considering 
suicide.

The social worker in a community mental health center, 
a public or private school system, or a crisis hot-line is 
interested in the variables which may have a deleterious 
effect on the mental health of clients. The effects of 
media stimulation on the mental health of the community in 
general, and more specifically the influence of media 
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stimulation on the mental health of other teenagers, would 
be of interest. Specific causal information is critical to 
the job of any mental health clinician who hopes to find 
ways of preventing the tragedy of self-inflicted adolescent 
deaths. Application of the crisis paradigm to the 
adolescent suicide crisis suggests that there may be a 
relationship between a high level of media coverage and the 
number of suicides in adolescents. Suicidologists generally 
agree that successful treatment of an individual is 
contingent upon the anticipation of a suicidal crisis 
(Smith, 1985). Armed with empirical information which 
suggests a causal relationship between media coverage and an 
increased number of teenage suicides, a caseworker/therapist 
would likely initiate appropriate intervention measures for 
particular youth considered at risk.

Research Question
The focus of this study is to specify the age of the 

population being examined in answering the question: Does 
the media suggest the suicide option through its news 
stories on specific adolescent suicides? Restated, this 
study seeks to answer the question: Is there a significant 
effect of a high level of media coverage reporting 
particular adolescent suicides on the number of adolescent 
suicides occurring after the media stimulation?
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Research Hypotheses
The purpose of this study was to examine the influence 

of a high level of media stimulation on the number of 
adolescent suicide deaths for a discrete period of time 
following the stimulation. Hence, the two major hypotheses 
were:

1. The number of adolescent suicides is greater after 
a high level of media coverage about specific adolescent 
suicides than when there has been no media coverage about 
adolescent suicides.

2. The number of adolescent motor vehicle fatalities 
is greater after a high level of media coverage about 
specific adolescent suicides than when there has been no 
media coverage about adolescent suicides.

Definitions of Variables
Dependent variable: Suicide

Conceptual definitions. Suicide may be conceptually 
defined as the human act of self-inflicted self-intended 
cessation (ie. the permanent stopping of consciousness) 
(Schneidman, 1981). Overt suicides are those which are 
obvious suicidal occurrences. Covert suicides are those 
occurrences which are disguised as something else (ie. motor 
vehicle accident).

Operational definitions. For the purposes of this 
study, overt suicides are defined as those deaths which are 
reported as suicides on the death certificate statistics 
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maintained by the Bureau of Vital Statistics, Department of 
Health, State of Texas. Covert suicides are operationally 
defined as the deaths which are noted as motor vehicle 
fatalities (specifically driver of motor vehicle or motor 
cycle) on the death certificate statistics reported to the 
Bureau of Vital Statistics, Department of Health, State of 
Texas. Overt and covert suicides were measured separately 
in this study. 
Independent variable: High level of media stimulation

Conceptual definition. A highly publicized news story 
is one which received specific news coverage about a 
specific teenage suicide on an evening news program on at 
least one of the three major television networks and/or 
received specific front page newspaper coverage.

Operational definition. The presence or absence of a 
high level of media stimulation was operationalized through 
a review of the following sources, to be discussed more 
fully in Chapter III: Television News Index and Abstracts, 
daily log books listing subject matter of evening news for 
local television stations, Bell and Howell Newspaper Index 
to the Houston Post, the Houston Chronicle (on microfilm), 
and a survey of the ninety-five Texas daily newspapers. 
Attribute variables: Gender and race

The attribute variables are included for descriptive 
purposes.

Gender. The data are classified under the '’gender" 
category (male/female) in order to detect any differences in 
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the gender response to the media stimulation. One previous 
study (Motto, 1970) noted that the female population suicide 
statistics were influenced by a change in media stimulation.

Race. Although the previous studies on imitative 
suicides have not focused on "race" as a variable under 
consideration, the availability of the data makes it 
possible to report descriptive information about the racial 
distribution of adolescent suicides in Texas during the time 
periods of this study.



CHAPTER II
Review of the Literature

Review - Vital Statistics
In 1980, more than 5,000 young people between the ages 

of 15 and 25 committed suicide in the United States. In 
Texas alone the 1984 suicides for the 15-24 age group was 
434 (Texas Vital Statistics, 1984). Of these, 141 were 
15-19 years old. The rate of teenage suicide in the United 
States has tripled since 1955, although the nation's overall 
suicide rate has varied only slightly in the past half 
century. Suicide ranks as the third leading cause of death 
in the 15 to 19 year age group in the U. S. (U. S. Vital 
Statistics 1974, 1978; Hendlin, 1982; Husain and Vandiver, 
1984) . The statistics would be even higher, many experts 
believe, if other forms of self-destruction such as many 
fatal one-car accidents, drug overdoses, and self 
administered poisonings were taken into account (Toolin, 
1975; Frederick, 1985). In recognition of this possibility, 
the American Academy of Pediatrics in 1980 suggested that an 
adolescent who has had a serious accident should have a 
psychosocial evaluation because some accidents may be 
suicide attempts that have failed (Husain and Vandiver, 
1984).

Psychosocial Issues in Adolescent Suicide 
The subject of adolescent suicide is not unstudied. 

With the volume of literature accumulated over the years one 
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fact remains clear: the issue of suicide among the young is 
fraught with interrelated psychodynamic, social, and 
familial variables.

In describing the expected adolescent development, 
Erickson (1950) presents the adolescent mind as being in a 
mid-stage of development: between the psychosocial stage of 
child and adult, and also between the moral code of the 
child and the ethical code of the adult. The teenager 
additionally experiences a tendency toward an increase of 
egocentrism and sexual guilt (some of which may be Oedipal 
in nature) which is reminiscent of earlier developmental 
periods (Erlich, 1978). The adolescent wish for immediate 
gratification and characteristic impulsivness may result in 
overstepping the boundary between thought and its execution 
(Haim, 1974). The results can, and often do, lead to 
disappointment for the normal young person. For the 
troubled adolescent acting on a suicidal preoccupation, the 
results can mean death.

The very elements present in normal adolescent 
development, may, if not tempered with moderating factors 
such as a positive home life, satisfactory peer 
relationships, and adequate school achievement (one of these 
or in combination), may result in suicidal problems in 
particular adolescents. Haim (1974) and Lester (1971) call 
attention to some specific traits that appear in adolescent 
suicides: a permanently dissatisfied mood, an unrealistic 
and grandiose ego-ideal, lack of critical acumen and a 
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demand for ’absolutes*, and general impatience. These 
traits, present with shame over failure, guilt concerning 
sexual matters, and/or fear of punishment over some 
transgression (Chorin, 1971; Lester, 1971) set the stage for 
the social isolation that results in the adolescent suicide 
attempt.

Dr. Joseph Teicher (1966) , conducted a study in which 
6,000 teenagers who had attempted suicide were interviewed 
and compared with a group of adolescents who had no record 
of attempted suicide. Teicher described the process by 
which the adolescent comes to view suicide as the "only 
solution" as the result of a progression of problems through 
three stages:

1. There is a long standing history of problems 
(marked by truancy, school failures, loneliness, depression, 
deterioration of nurturing support systems).

2. There is a period of escalation and intensification 
of problems by the introduction of new problems (often 
between parent and child) associated with adolescence.

3. There is a final stage characterized by a recent 
onslaught of problems usually described as a change or a 
chain-reaction dissolution of any remaining social 
relationships.
This progressive social isolation constitutes "the problem" 
and at the same time serves to prevent the adolescent from 
securing any possible means of resolving his painful 
feelings of loss and diminished self-esteem. Teicher*s 
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findings are supported by a later study conducted by 
Tishler, McKenry and Morgan (1981).

This progressive deterioration and its accompanying 
signs are often complicated by typical adolescent 
impulsivness. In adolescents, impulsive behavior can be a 
significant component in suicide attempts, because, as a 
result of other factors operating in the teenager, he is 
more likely to attempt suicide (Gould, 1965) . Indeed, the 
characteristic adolescent impulsivness may cloak actual 
suicidal and/or depressive symptoms (Gould, 1965). 
Epidemiologic studies have made it clear that there are 
factors external to the biological and psychological 
processes within the individual that have measurable effect 
of suicides among young people (Ford, Rushforth, Sucak, 
1984) . The imitative suicide is thought to be an impulsive 
act perpetrated by one who is susceptible because of 
existing, even long-standing problems (Ford et al, 1984). 
Havens (1969) suggests that "one factor permitting the leap 
from suicidal fantasies to suicidal action is the degree to 
which experience confirms the content of those violent 
fantasies". An avenue of epidemiologic study only 
tentatively explored is the possibility that "epidemics" of 
suicide among young people can be initiated or reinforced by 
suggestion in news stories or events portrayed by 
entertainment media (Ford et al, 1984; Husain and Vandiver, 
1984). It is the intent of this study to measure the effect 
of extensive media coverage of adolescent suicide on the
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number of suicides of teenagers.

Distinctive Factors in Adult Suicides
The factors playing a role in adult suicides are as 

varied and as numerous as those in suicides of adolescents. 
Researchers cite ill health and physical pain connected with 
it, unhappy love affairs, loneliness, and marital strife as 
the most frequent external factors (Chorin, 1972; Haim,1974; 
Lester,1971). The presence of depression was noted in 
approximately 50% of the cases (Chorin, 1972), although it 
is often noted in the literature that suicide is not 
necessarily related to mental illness.

Smith (1985) outlines four characteristics which, 
acting together in the adult, raise the risk of suicide: 
(a) high self expectations, (b) tendency to suppress 
dysphoric affect, (c) sober but ambivalent feeling toward 
death, (d) inability to mourn the loss of romantic or 
unrealistic gratifications.

Two characteristic traits present in an adolescent, 
wish for immediate gratification and impulsivness, which may 
contribute to the overstepping the boundary between the 
suicidal thought and its execution (Haim, 1974), are not 
significantly present in most adult suicides. Smith reports 
(1985) that, in adults, serious or completed attempts at 
suicide are not impulsive acts.
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Current Empirical Knowledge Associating 
Suicide and Suggestion; Contagion

The presence of grouped, though seemingly unrelated 
suicides is an annotated fact (as in the Clear Lake cluster 
of 1984). The contagion theory, as yet inadequately 
researched, is that the idea of suicide may be suggested or 
imitated.

Two hundred years ago, Goethe wrote a novel called the 
Sorrows of the Young Werther, in which the hero committed 
suicide. Goethe's novel was read widely in Europe, and it 
was said, though never proven that people in many countries 
imitated Werther's suicide. Panicky authorities banned the 
book in several areas of Europe (cited in Phillips,1974). 
However, Durkeim, in 1897, studied the research associated 
suicide with suggestion, and found no conclusive evidence 
linking the two (cited in Phillips, 1974). Durkeim 
acknowledged that suggestibility may play a small role in 
the already susceptible but it is purely circumstantial, not 
at all causative. Since the publication of his Suicide, 
Durkeim's views have so influenced the students of 
suicidology, that until the mid 1960's, his views were 
seldom challenged empirically.

Motto (1967) hypothesized that suicide rates should 
fall during newspaper strikes because during those periods, 
potential suicides would find no published suicides to 
imitate. His study of suicides in seven cities undergoing 
strikes revealed no evidence to support his hypothesis.
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However, a later analysis of the data showed a significant 
reduction of the suicide rate in the female population, 
especially in the under-35 age group (Motto,1970). Crawford 
and Willis (1966) studied six pairs of suicides and found 
evidence of imitation in three. There have been some 
reports linking suicide attempts with the anniversary of the 
death of a loved-one (Hendlin, 1982; Ford et al, 1984).

A study by Phillips (1974) showed that: (a) monthly 
U.S. suicide rates increased in the month of a front-page 
suicide story; (b) the greater the publicity devoted to the 
suicide story, the greater the increase in suicides; (c) the 
increase in suicides occurred mainly in the geographic areas 
receiving the publicity. These findings suggested that 
suicide stories trigger imitative suicides. Bollen and 
Phillips replicated these finding in 1982 in a national 
study of the effects of televised suicide news stories. 
They provided additional evidence that U.S. daily suicides 
increase significantly after highly publicized suicide 
stories appear on television evening news programs. In 
addition, they provided the first systematic study of the 
length of time a suicide story affects suicides; the effect 
probably does not extend beyond ten days. A series of 
papers revealing studies on covert suicides (disguised 
suicides) have been published. These studies suggest that 
some imitative suicides are disguised as accidents. 
Phillips (1977) showed a 9.12 percent average increase in 
motor vehicle fatalities in the week after a suicide story
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(California). Bollen and Phillips (1981) replicated this 
finding for Detroit. Phillips (1978) also showed that daily 
U.S. non-commercial airplane crashes increase significantly 
after publicized murder-suicide stories. In fact, the more 
publicity given to a murder-suicide, the more crashes 
occurred.

All of the findings summarized above support and extend 
the literature on imitative suicides. However, there is no 
specific data on the application of these findings to the 
adolescent population. Although the presence of media 
stimulation appears to have an effect on the numbers of 
suicides in the general population, the causal differences 
present in adult and adolescent suicides make an age 
specific investigation desirable, which is consistent with 
the purpose of this study. The question remains: Is there a 
significant effect of highly publicized adolescent suicides 
on the number of adolescent suicides?

Summary
Adolescent suicide continues to be an alarming problem 

toward which significant professional attention has been and 
continues to be directed. Dr. S.Frazier, Director, National 
Institute of Mental Health, reports (1986) that seven 
federal agencies are currently involved in research on the 
subject of adolescent suicide.

Of note is the national mental health community's 
concern over the contagion issue as demonstrated by a grant 
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awarded to the Texas Research Institute of Mental Sciences 
by the Atlanta Center for Disease Control in 1985 (Michel, 
1985). This suicide study will focus on cluster deaths and 
possible contagion factors. In addition, and precipitated 
by the Clear Lake suicides of 1984, and the effect of such a 
crisis on the community (in part influenced by the media), 
the Mental Health Association of Houston and Harris County 
in 1985 was awarded a grant from the Hogg Foundation 
(Schwartz, 1985). The purpose of this grant is to create a 
task force with the goal of organizing community effort, 
including the media, to address the mental health needs of a 
community in crisis (with a focus on children and families).

The perplexing psychosocial issues surrounding youth 
suicide are as variable as the ever-changing profile of 
society and families. Changing emotional and intellectual 
status in a changing and often unstable world may produce a 
crisis of suicidal proportions in some adolescents. A 
theoretical understanding of the factors leading to suicide 
in adults is somewhat easier to grasp, perhaps because of 
the autonomy presumed to be inherent in an adult decision. 
However, with the young, the mental health community is 
acutely sensitive to new information, new hope, in 
understanding and intervening in an adolescent suicidal 
crisis.

Empirical evidence gained from general population 
mortality statistics following media coverage of suicides 
support and extend the literature on imitative suicides in 
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pointing to a positive relationship between the two.
However, there is no specific data on the application of 
these findings to the adolescent population.

The question remains: Is there a significant effect of 
highly publicized adolescent suicides on the number of 
adolescent suicides?



CHAPTER III
Research Methods

Research Plan
As discussed in the literature review, previous 

investigations into the causes of imitative suicides focus 
on the macro analysis, using nation-wide statistics over a 
generalized age category. There is grave concern over the 
increasing number of adolescent suicides. Some authorities 
suggest a relationship between highly publicized adolescent 
suicides and an increase in adolescent suicides for a period 
of time following the media coverage. Influenced by Bollen 
and Phillips* study of 1982, this study investigated the 
possibility of media influence on adolescent suicide 
statistics.

An ex post facto study utilizing available data was the 
framework from which this study was conducted. Mortality 
statistics from the Texas Department of Health, Bureau of 
Vital Statistics provided data for Harris County and the 
State of Texas at-large for 1983 and 1984 for specifically 
defined periods.

The Experimental Period was characterized by the 
presence of the independent variable (previously defined as 
a high level of media coverage on a specific adolescent 
suicide). The occurrence of the Clear Lake cluster suicides 
in the Fall of 1984 and the resultant media stimulation 
provided the beginning date of the Experimental Period. The 
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two control periods were characterized by the absence of the 
independent variable (with one exception, to be discussed).

Because Bollen and Phillips (1982) showed that the 
influence of suicide stories does not extend much beyond 10 
days, the Experimental Period was defined as 10 days from 
the date of the published/televised suicide. To determine 
whether the number of suicides (dependent variable) in the 
Experimental Period was significantly high, the number of 
adolescent suicides in this period was compared with the 
number of suicides in two different control periods. The 
first control period (Control Period I) was one year prior 
to the published suicide date and including the 10 days 
following that date. Control Period I was matched to the 
Experimental Period in several ways (as influenced by Bollen 
and Phillips, 1982): (a) month of occurrence; (b) day of
the week (for example: the 10 day Experimental Period fell 
at the second week of October, 1984, beginning on Thursday, 
which called for a matched control period in 1983 that fell 
at the second week of October, beginning on Thursday); (c) 
presence or absence of holiday weekends. The matching 
controlled for extraneous variation introduced by suicide 
peaks during certain months of the year, days of the week, 
and times of the year as related to holidays. An additional 
control period (Control Period II) was the 10 days prior to 
the Experimental Period.

Media stimulation (independent variable) was 
operationalized in two ways. First, the specific known 
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occurrence of the Clear Lake adolescent suicides of 1984 
were examined to determine the date of actual media 
coverage. It is from this date that the Experimental Period 
and Control Periods I and II were established. Second, the 
presence of media stimulation is documented in five sources. 
State-wide television news coverage is documented in the 
Television News Index and Abstracts (guide to the Vanderbilt 
Television News Archives). This Index provides a brief 
description of the content of daily nationwide television 
news broadcasts on each of the three major broadcast 
networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC). The Index was searched for 
reference to specific adolescent suicides during the 
periods under study. Record of local television news 
coverage is available through daily logs stored at the three 
major Houston television stations. These logs were reviewed 
for specific suicide stories. Record of local front page 
newspaper coverage is available from the Bell and Howell 
Newspaper Index to the Houston Post. Microfilm of the daily 
issues of the Houston Chronicle (M. D. Anderson Library, 
University of Houston, University Park) were reviewed. In 
addition, record of newspaper coverage during the specific 
time periods in question was gathered from a survey of all 
daily newspapers in Texas as indexed in the 1986 edition of 
••The Working Press of the Nation", Vol. 1, Newspaper 
Directory. (See Appendix A.) Thirty-two of the ninety-five 
newspapers surveyed responded.

The compilation of information from the above sources 
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established the beginning of the Experimental Period as 
October 11, 1984. It is documented that a high level of 
media stimulation through television news and front page 
newspaper coverage was present on that date in Harris 
County. From October 11th and continuing for at least two 
days every major daily newspaper in Houston (two of which 
are distributed throughout all of Harris and surrounding 
counties, as well as every major city in the State of Texas) 
and each television station affiliated with a major 
television network carried news stories on the suicides 
which had occurred in Clear Lake. Additional media 
stimulation through the State of Texas was provided through 
television news beginning on the same date. Thus the 
Experimental Period was established as October 11-20, 1984.

From the established date of the Experimental Period, 
Control Period I was figured using a 1983 calendar. 
Matching for the variables previously discussed, Control 
Period I was established as October 13-22, 1983. Control 
Period II was set as the 10 days prior to the media 
stimulation, October 1-10, 1984. As hoped for, the two 
control periods showed an absence of media stimulation in 
reference to a specific adolescent suicide. It is notable 
that Control Period II is during the time of the cluster 
suicides in Clear Lake. However, the media coverage of that 
event did not start until October 11th. It was expected 
that the statistics would reveal that the media coverage 
exacerbated the crisis, in that the number of suicides would 
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significantly increase.

Population and Sample Under Study
The population studied included all adolescent suicides 

and motor vehicle fatalities in Texas. The three samples 
consisted of those adolescents who died by suicide or motor 
vehicle fatality in the State of Texas during the three 
specific time periods.

Data Collection
As previously stated, data providing the measurements 

of the dependent variable (number of adolescent suicides and 
number of adolescent motor vehicle fatalities during the 
specific time period in question) were provided by the 
Bureau of Vital Statistics, Texas Department of Health, 
Austin, Texas. A written request was made to Gail Larimer, 
Statistical Services Division, Bureau of Vital Statistics. 
(See Appendix B.) The data were furnished on a cost 
reimbursement basis (payment was sent prior to the release 
of the data).

Data Analysis
A descriptive analysis took place in which the 

Experimental Period was compared with the two different 
Control Periods in a bar graph fashion. The graphs were 
based on the total number of suicides or motor vehicle 
fatalities on a daily basis in the related periods; absolute 
numbers were used. See Figures 1-4. Inferential analysis 
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was not conducted as the data very clearly did not support 
the hypotheses.



CHAPTER IV
Data Analysis

Description of the Study Sample
The study sample were those teenagers (14-19 years old) 

who died by suicide or motor vehicle fatality (driver of 
vehicle) in the State of Texas in one of the following 
periods: October 13-22, 1983, October 1-10, 1984, and 
October 11-20, 1984. The sample was selected from the 
records assembled and maintained by the Texas Department of 
Health, originally derived from official Death Certificate 
data required by the State of Texas.

Descriptive Analysis
A descriptive analysis is presented with visual 

illustrations in bar graph fashion. See Figures 1-4. The 
data were presented in exposition of both hypotheses for the 
State of Texas as well as Harris County. Harris County was 
singled out as it was the location of the suicides described 
by the media. It was expected that Harris County would 
reveal the greatest positive response to the media 
stimulation due to demographic identification.

Figure 1 shows the number of adolescent suicides in the 
State of Texas for Control Period I (October 13-22,1983), 
Control Period II (October 1-10, 1984), and the Experimental 
Period (October 11-20, 1984). As a reminder, the 
Experimental Period is characterized by a high level of 
media stimulation on the first day (October 11th). The



25

Figure 1
Adolescent Suicides in Texas
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Figure 2
Adolescent Motor Vehicle Fatalities in Texas
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Figure 3
Adolescent Suicides in Harris County, Texas
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Figure 4
Adolescent Motor Vehicle Fatalities in Harris County, Texas
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matched Control Period I revealed 5 deaths, Control Period 
II revealed 8 deaths, and the Experimental Period in the 
presence of a high level of media stimulation showed 5 
deaths.

Figure 2 displays the numbers of adolescent motor 
vehicle fatalities in the State of Texas for the same 
Periods. Control Period I had 10 deaths. Control Period II 
had 11 deaths, and the Experimental Period had 3 deaths (a 
decrease).

Figure 3 illustrates the numbers of adolescent suicides 
in Harris County. Control Period I shows 2 deaths, Control 
Period II shows 5 deaths, and the Experimental Period shows 
3 deaths.

Figure 4 illustrates the number of teenage motor 
vehicle fatalities in Harris County for the same time 
periods. Control Period I shows 2 deaths, Control Period II 
shows 0 deaths, and the Experimental Period shows 1 death.

Additional descriptive data are available for the 
gender and race of the suicide and motor vehicle fatality 
victims. For the State of Texas (Table 1) in all three 
periods, over half of the suicides are white males or white 
males with Spanish surnames. White females accounted for 4 
deaths and 1 each was noted as black male, black female, and 
white Spanish surname female.

The gender/race descriptives for motor vehicle 
fatalities show a preponderance of white male deaths (14 out
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TABLE 1
Gender/Race Statistics - State of Texas

Suicides

Motor Vehicles Deaths

Control
Period I

Control 
Period II

Experimental 
Period

Total

White Non-Spanish 
Surname Male 1 3 2 6

White Non-Spanish 
Surname Female 2 2 0 4
Black Male 0 1 0 1
Black Female 0 0 1 1
White Spanish 
Surname Male 2 1 2 5

White Spanish 
Surname Female 0 1 0 1

TOTAL 5 8 5 18

Control
Period I

Control 
Period II

Experimental
Period

Total

White Non-Spanish 
Surname Male 5 7 2 14

White Non-Spanish 
Surname Female 2 3 1 6
Black Male 2 1 0 3
Black Female 0 0 0 0
White Spanish
Surname Male 1 0 0 1

White Spanish 
Surname Female 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 10 11 3 24
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of 24). White females (6 deaths), black males (3 deaths), 
and white Spanish surname male (1 death) complete the 
numbers. Notable is the drop in white male motor vehicle 
deaths in the Experimental Period as compared to both 
Control Periods.

Tests of the Major Hypotheses
Figures 1 and 3 portray the startling results that no 

adolescent suicides occurred throughout Texas and Harris 
County for six days after the extensive media coverage given 
to the cluster of suicides in the Clear Lake area of Houston 
in October 1984. Figure 2 shows that there were only three 
adolescent fatalities in motor vehicle accidents in Texas 
during the Experimental Period and one of these was in 
Harris County. This was 30 percent of the adolescent motor 
vehicle accidents occurring in Control Period I and 27.4 
percent of those occurring in Control Period II.

These data do not support either hypothesis. 
Furthermore they suggest that the direction of the 
hypothesis was wrong. The fact that adolescent suicides 
disappeared for six days in Texas following media coverage 
of the Clear Lake suicides and that adolescent motor vehicle 
fatalities dropped indicates that the opposite result than 
hypothesized may have occurred. At least, the results 
indicate that the study should be repeated with a 
non-directional hypothesis when another opportunity occurs.
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Additional discussion of these findings and suggestions for 
further research will be presented.

Limitations of the Data
The greatest limitation of these data is the very 

nature of the question itself. The researcher sought to 
identify causative factors which precipitate the suicide 
death of an adolescent human being. The accurate answer to 
the question lies in the grave. The quantitative nature of 
the data only measures the number of suicides in the 
presence and absence of extensive media stimulation.

Figures 1 and 3 reveal a surprising six-day absence of 
any suicides following the high level of media stimulation. 
Two questions are raised:

1. Is a six-day stretch of no adolescent suicides 
unusual for the State of Texas?

2. Did the presence of the media stimulation in some 
way precipitate or at least influence such a period of 
inactivity?

The first question could be answered with further data 
gathering from the Texas Department of Health. Useful would 
be daily adolescent suicide statistics spanning the entire 
year of 1984. Examination of the data may clarify the first 
question, or lead into an exposition of the second question. 
The second question of positive media influence will be 
addressed in Chapter V.

A final limitation of the study data is related to the 
cluster suicide phenomenon which was present in Control
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Period II, October 1-10, 1984. Although the media 
stimulation did not occur until October 11th, Control Period 
II was not free of the enigmatic variable of the cluster.
The close-knit community of Clear Lake was aware of the 
tragedy. The data, in fact, reveal a higher number of 
suicides in Control Period II than previously reported by 
the media. Therefore, the matched Control Period I (from 
the previous year) may make a truer comparison possible with 
the Experimental Period (as Control Period I is free from 
the influence of the cluster present in Control Period II).



CHAPTER V
Conclusions

Introduction
As clinicians and researchers seek ways to stem the 

growing tide of self-destruction among the young, it becomes 
imperative to examine the notion of contagion or imitation. 
The research which has been carried out in the past lends 
some support to the contagion theory as it relates to the 
influence of the media on the general population. However, 
those who clinically treat adolescents do not consider them 
as adults in miniature. Application of principals true for 
adults may not hold true for teenagers. The unique 
character and nature of adolescents mandate empirical 
attention to imitative suicides as related to media 
stimulation for this particular population. To date, no 
empirical studies have been made which attend to media 
contagion as related to adolescent suicide.

Suicide always occurs in a context. One role of the 
social worker therapist is to assess the most immediate and 
meaningful psychosocial influences on the client. With the 
goal of anticipating a suicidal crisis in a susceptible 
adolescent, information on the influence of the media on the 
numbers of adolescent suicides may provide the therapist an 
indicator for intervention as called for by current events.

The objective of this research was to examine the 
influence which a high level of media stimulation (on the 
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subject of specific adolescent suicides) has on the number 
of adolescent suicide deaths for a discrete period of time 
following the stimulation. It was expected that the numbers 
of adolescent suicides would not only increase in the 
presence of a high level of media stimulation, but would be 
exacerbated from the crisis level that had been existing in 
the Clear Lake community prior to the media involvement.

Summary of the Findings
In view of the empirical literature on the contagion 

phenomenon as related to media influence, it was surprising 
to see that the numbers of adolescent suicides and motor 
vehicle fatalities did not increase in the presence of a 
high level of media stimulation. In fact, in Harris County, 
the level of media coverage in the identified Experimental 
Period on television and in newspapers was very high, as 
previously detailed. On a statewide basis the media 
stimulation was also present with news stories on television 
on national news networks for two nights in a row.

In three of the measured categories (Suicides in Harris 
County, Motor Vehicle Fatalities in Harris County, and 
Suicides in the State of Texas - Figures 1, 3, and 4) the 
number of deaths in the presence of this high level of media 
stimulation dropped from the high of the 10 days before 
(Control Period II), to the level of the previous year 
(Control Period I) . Even more surprising is the more than 
3-fold drop in motor vehicle fatalities in the State of
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Texas in the Experimental Period as compared to both Control 
Periods (Figure 4) . The biggest drop in the motor vehicle 
deaths was in white males (5 deaths in Control Period I, 7 
deaths in Control Period II, to 2 in the Experimental 
Period).

Of note, only one daily newspaper reported front page 
coverage of an adolescent suicide during either of the 
Control Periods (the Amarillo Globe News). The mortality 
data reveal no suicide activity in the Amarillo area for the 
10 days following the newspaper coverage. This isolated 
occurrence produced results that are consistent with the 
general findings.

Possible Influences on Outcome
As noted earlier, adolescent suicides do not occur in a 

vacuum. Suicide always occurs in a context. Experts agree 
that the most immediate and meaningful context for 
adolescents is the family. In view of the sense of crisis 
that pervades a community when one of its young chooses to 
end his life, it would not be too far fetched to imagine 
families pulling together, schools pulling together, even 
communities pulling together. Indeed, the entire Harris 
County area was affected by the media attention given to the 
student deaths of the Fall of 1984.

The newspapers and television were replete with not 
only news stories on the deaths, but also with public 
service information concerning suicide and interventions. A 
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review of the microfilmed newspaper stories for the period 
beginning October 11, 1984 reveals far more than a simple 
presentation of the story of the suicides that had occurred. 
Both the Houston Post and the Houston Chronicle, as well as 
the Clear Lake Citizen, presented a variety of articles. 
Some regrettably sensationalized the deaths. Some 
journalists were guilty of relentlessly hounding families of 
the deceased for interviews such that one family left town 
to avoid the anguish. However, others, on the front page 
and otherwise, presented sensitive and compassionate essays 
on the subject of teen suicide, listed crisis numbers to 
call if needed, detailed warning signs of a suicidal crisis, 
and one discussed the ethical issues considered in 
publishing the stories at all. A second review of local 
television news logs showed reference to the public service 
component as well as the basic news story. A detailed 
review of the content of the news stories was not undertaken 
due to the cost of time and money to the television stations 
and the researcher. In all, the media coverage extended 
beyond reporting the facts to making aggressive attempts at 
providing public service. This type of media attention 
seems characteristic of adolescent suicide stories. Stories 
about an adult suicide do not extend much beyond a report of 
the gruesome facts. Perhaps the extra effort required to 
present the multi-dimensional view of the Clear Lake deaths 
paid off to some degree, as revealed by the lower number of 
adolescent suicides.
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The Harris County area is gifted with a large 
public-service minded mental health community. Generous 
offers of help from these professionals (from all 
disciplines) poured into Clear Lake as the result of the 
youth suicides being publicized. The numbers of offers of 
help far exceeded the then existing organizational structure 
to assess and prioritize the offers. The statistics reveal, 
by the reduced numbers of adolescent suicides, the efforts 
of the mental health community, albeit disorganized, may 
have contributed to the containment of a tragic community 
crisis.

Another component to the reduced numbers of teen 
suicides, may be the families themselves. In the face of 
glaring publicity over the deaths of other young people, 
parents conceivably became more sensitive to recognizing the 
personal distresses of their own adolescent children. It is 
easy to imagine parents more sensitively reaching out to 
their children, holding them more closely (literally or 
figuratively), and seeking professional help when called 
for.

The 3-fold drop in motor vehicle fatalities on a 
statewide basis suggests an identification issue that needs 
addressing. It is posited that motor vehicle fatalities in 
adolescents may be a covert form of suicide. Perhaps the 
person who would be so tentative in revealing his suicidal 
notions was also affected by the news that one of his "own", 
had actually committed the overt act. It is conceivable 
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that the reality of this precipitated a cognitive decision 
which resulted in the plans for suicide, at least 
temporarily, being shelved.

These explanations point to the possibility that for 
all the shortcomings, and the documentation reveals many, 
the media provided a service to the community in revealing 
the facts and providing public service information.

Suggestions for Future Study
Due to the limitation of the data as previously 

discussed it would be appropriate for other statistical 
studies to be conducted using news media presentations of 
other teenage suicides in other localities. Included, as 
current events permit, would be study in a community which 
lacks the mental health resources so abundantly available to 
Harris County residents.

It may be revealing to expand the data source to the 
national level to obtain greater numbers. However, the 
demographic influence (regional identification) may 
intervene and dilute the significance. In other words, if 
media influence is confined to the geographic area that 
corresponds to the area in which the deceased lived, that 
difference may not be apparent in combination with the 
nationwide statistics.

In view of the unexpected results of this study, it 
would be profitable to study the positive role of media 
intervention in a community suicide crisis. If the role of 
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the media is public service, particularly directed toward 
the suicidally susceptible, the specific public response to 
the media suggestions would be informative. This could take 
the form of assessing public use of such agencies as the 
Crisis Hotline, Houston Child Guidance, and Mental Health 
Mental Retardation Adolescent Services in response to media 
presentation of the availability of these services. The 
numbers of psychiatric hospital admissions among the 
adolescent population could also be tabulated. The data 
could be compared using similar Experimental and Control 
Periods as in this study.

In addition, a detailed content analysis of both the 
television and newspaper suicide stories could be done. 
Comparisons could be made using different communities that 
had undergone similar crisis to see if specific content 
elements were present in the news stories. Perhaps 
relationships could be inferred relating specific content to 
either an increase or decrease in the number of adolescent 
suicides.

One additional note: Behind these statistics are the 
young people - sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, 
students and friends - who were not able to see the way out 
of their pain or loneliness or confusion. An empirical 
study of the complicated, emotion laden issue of adolescent 
suicide is no easy feat. The subject belies simplistic 
explanations. Yet, the creative efforts of mental health 
researchers and clinicians, in cooperation and collaboration 
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with the communities they serve, will continue to find ways 
to enable those in the proverbial darkness to choose life.
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Letter and questionnaire to 
daily newspapers -

State of Texas
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April 1, 1986

Dear Editor:

I am conducting a study of teenage suicides and newspaper coverage. 
This study will be conducted on a statewide basis. I need your 
help in compiling information on which daily newspapers"in the 
State of Texas provided priority front page coverage on actual 
suicides in particular time periods.

Please check the boxes on the enclosed brief questionnaire 
which apply to your publication. If a particular box is checked, 
please complete the specific date to the right as indicated.
Do remember to sign the bottom of the form and include the name 
of your publication. I have enclosed a stamped return envelope 
for your convenience in replying.

This research is being conducted under the direction of Mary R. 
Lewis, fhD. of the Graduate School of Social Work at the University 
of Houston, Houston, Texas. This research will fulfill my thesis 
requirement for a Masters Degree in Social Work.

I thank you at this time for your valuable assistance. If you 
wish to know the results of this study, you may contact me at the 
address shown below.

Sincerely,

Linda R. Greene 
Graduate School of Social Work 
University of Houston

Direct inquiries to: 
Linda R. Greene

Houston, Tx. 77096
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OUR DAILY NEWSPAPER PROVIDED FRONT PAGE COVERAGE OF AN 
ACTUAL TEENAGE SUICIDE DURING THE FOLLOWING TIME PERIODS:

CHECK WHICH ONES APPLY

October 13 * 22, 1983; Actual date  

October 1 - 10, J98A; Actual date  

October 11 - 20, 198A; Actual date  

No front page coverage of an actual teenage suicide
' during the time periods listed above

Editor

Name of Publication
1
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Correspondence
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February 19, 1986

Ms. Gail Larimer
Texas Department of Health
Statistical Services Division
1100 West 49th St.
Austin, Tx. 78756

Dear Gail,

As we discussed by telephone this morning, I need the following 
information from your system:

For the time periods of: October 13~22, 1983 
October 1-10, 1984 
October 11-20, 1984

Within (and including) these periods select the records 
showing cause of death as suicide or automobile fatality, 
and age as 14 through and inc1uding ' 19.

"ihe
I would 1ike^individual records (excluding names) in line 
data form showing the following information:

Place of death 
Date of death 
Race/Gender
Age (14 through 19)
Cause of death (suicide auto fat.)

The result will be a printout showing adolescent (14-19) deaths 
by autoinobi le fatality or suicide in the three time periods listed. 
The additional data will aid me in the analysis of the data.

Please include column labels and value labels for my use in 
interpretation of the data.

As we discussed, it is my understanding that the data will be 
furnished on a cost reimbursement basis, and that you must receive 
payment prior to the release of the data. Billing may be addressed 
to me as shown below.

Sincerely,

Linda R. Greene

Houston, Texas 77096



51

TEXAS DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH 
Bureau o£ Vital Statistics 
Statistical Services Division 
1100 West 49th Street 
Austin, Texas 78756-3191

Invoice

Linda R. Greene

Houston, Texas 77096

March 4, 1986

Please make your remittance payable to:

Texas Department of Health - BVS

Please attach a copy of this invoice with your remittance to insure 
credit to your account.

Computer time utilized in generating line listings of 
suicide and motor vehicle accident deaths to Texas residents, 
ages 14-19, for the time periods October 13-22, 1983, 
October 1-10, 1984, and October 11-20, 1984.

30 min., 5.558 sec., @ S135.00 per hour sc 7.72,

I certify that the above amount is true, unpaid, and represents the 
cost of services to be rendered.

GCL/ss

Tom Pollard 
Assistant Director 
Statistical Services Division
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Review by Human Subjects
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UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON

Inter-Office Memorandum

TO: Ms. Linda R. Greene 
c/o Dr. Mary Lewis 
Graduate School of Social Work

FROM: Laurel Kuhner Berker, CPHS Coordinator 
Office of Sponsored Programs

DATE: March 31, 1986

SUBJECT: CPHS Application Entitled "Imitative Adolescent Suicides: The Effects of 
Media Coverage"

Since the above-referenced project's access to human subjects data is limited to 
information contained in public records, this project does not fall under DHHS and 
University regulations for the use of human subjects in research. Therefore, this project 
does not need to be reviewed by the Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects.

If you have any questions, please contact me at

LKB:lb

LKB/LKB33186


