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ABSTRACT 

The topic of suicide reporting in Croatia was explored by the method of content analysis of the 

weekly journal Bjelovarski list, covering the publication period between 2009 and 2015. We 

discovered a total of 55 articles that were viewed through the prism of the guidelines on suicide 

reporting issued by the World Health Organization, aiming to evaluate the level of observance 

of these guidelines within the journalistic practice. The starting point of the research was the 

empirically-based expectation that the guidelines were likely to be inadequately applied, and 

this hypothesis was questioned – and finally confirmed – across three fundamental questions 

and fourteen supplementary questions used in the design of the Analytical Matrix. The content 

extracted from the sample was categorized and quantified accordingly and subjected to 

qualitative analysis that produced answers to all individual questions. The results of this 

research can be taken to point to a lower degree of negative media trends as opposed to the 

overall media space in Croatia and provide an indication, or a relative measure to the existence 

of more alarming trends in more recently founded publications that lack the tradition and 

cultural standing of Bjelovatski list. In that sense, this research project has the value of a pilot 

project that invites broader, all-encompassing research into suicide reporting in Croatia.  

Keywords: suicide, textual content, sensationalism, media literacy 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

Preventing Suicide, A Resource for Media Professionals is a set of guidelines that was created 

for media professionals and published in 2008 by the World Health Organization and the 

International Association for Suicide Prevention. This publication aimed to present suicide as 

a delicate public health issue and to raise the awareness of media professionals concerning the 

relations between how information on suicidal events is publicly communicated and the 

effectiveness of preventive programmes that seek to reduce the frequency of such tragic 

incidents to the lowest possible minimum. The Croatian The Agency for Electronic Media and 

UNICEF created a media literacy portal (medijskapismenost.hr) where, among other topics, 

attention has been drawn to the topic of suicide and to the possibly destructive influence of 

media reporting in a text written by Nataša Jokić Begić: Research reveals that suicide reporting 

often leads to new suicides, especially among adolescents and younger adults. The author of 

this article criticizes the usual media approach to suicide and provides guidelines for journalists 

that largely coincide with ones provided in the WHO publication. The requirements are as 

follows: suicide reporting need to adopt an educational approach; sensationalist approach needs 

to be avoided and emphasis put on possible solutions of problems that have been documented 

to lead to suicide; reportings need to be as concise as possible; frontpage headings should be 

avoided; suicide should never be presented as a solution to any personal problem, etc. The 

central position of media in creating and voicing all information, but also in shaping ideas, 

values, and attitudes that can affect human relations as well as people’s self-evaluation 

(McQuail 2012, p. 82), is beyond questioning.  
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This raises the issue of responsibility on multiple grounds as it touches numerous audiences, 

becoming especially relevant when reaching vulnerable individuals caught up in situations that 

they find hard or impossible to deal with. The fact that media discourse can affect their decision-

making and provide preventive educational input makes the issue highly worthy of attention. It 

is however also necessary to note that studies on suicide reporting that question the relations 

between media discourse to ethical guidelines are scarce and in many countries non-existent. 

One of the first was based on research that was undertaken in Austria in 1986 (Phillips & 

Carstensen); in 1998 Etzersdorfer & Sonneck explored the frequency of the word suicide’ in 

Viennese papers and took the topic further to explore the broader ethical context in 2007 

(Niederkrotenthaler & Sonneck). A study dating from the year 2000 (Michel, Frey, Wyss & 

Valach) was based on an investigation of the Swiss media. A study signed by Jamieson, 

Jamieson & Romer based on analysis of articles on suicide published in 1990, 1995, and 1999 

in The New York Times was published in 2003. In 2010, Tatum, Canetto & Slater presented 

their analysis of several American regional newspapers, including the nationally distributed 

USA Today, and explored their writing on suicide on samples from 2002 and 2003, aiming to 

establish the correlation between media reporting and the U.S. Media Guidelines Key 

Recommendations. So far, only a single article signed by Jasna Burić (Media reporting on 

suicide among the minors, 2008) discussed the topic of suicide reporting, focusing on the 

population of minors. Besides this, several student graduation papers have been written on the 

topic. The hereby presented research is, therefore, the first to explore the problem of suicide 

reporting, unlimited to a specific target group, in Croatia. Although our sample is a relatively 

small one, it is certainly also an indicative one, and seeks to provide an incentive for broader 

research that would cover all relevant media channels, and help in establishing ethical standards 

across the Croatian media space.  

 

2. ON ‘BJELOVARSKI LIST’ 

Bjelovarski list was first published on August 27, 1949, and it is the only Croatian paper that 

has continuously, for more than 70 years, been reporting on political, economic, social, cultural, 

and sports events, to the present day. It is an inescapable source of information for journalists, 

students, pupils, and scientists, and also the best-read weekly publication in the Bjelovar-

Bilogora County. It is, therefore, in no way surprising that two cultural institutions, The 

People’s Library Petar Predradović and the State Archives in Bjelovar, sustained by the 

Croatian Ministry of Culture, undertook the task to digitalize this long-lived weekly publication 

from Bjelovar. The first stage of digitalization took place in 2019 covering all issues between 

1958 and 1980, while the second stage was planned for the year 2020. All issues on the period 

between 1981 and 1991 have been stored in the Bjelovar library and the Archives.1 The 

relevance and the standing of this publication, based on its tradition, is the main reason why we 

took interest in its content and selected it as the source of our research on suicide. 

 

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND GOALS 

The basic presumption of the research is the following: Suicide reporting in Bjelovarski list 

between 2009 and 2015 did not abide by the applicable ethical guidelines. Three fundamental 

research questions and fourteen auxiliary ones were formed to test the initial presumption. The 

goal of the research was to carry out a content analysis of all articles on suicide published during 

the mentioned period, to obtain insight into how this otherwise respected weekly journal 

engages with the topic. In this paper, we will present and interpret the results that contribute to 

the detection of trends in contemporary journalism and point to the need to raise the level of 

critical thinking and the understanding of media literacy concerning both the journalists and the 

general audience.  
 

1 Source: https://www.culturenet.hr/default.aspx?id=93689. Accessed on Dec. 7, 2020.  
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Fundamental research questions Auxiliary research questions 

a) What elements, if any, of 

sensationalism can be detected within 

the textual content and across the 

accompanying photographic material 

in articles published in Bjelovarski 

list? 

1. Does the word ‘suicide’ appear in the article 

headings?  

2. Are the heading levels (main heading, 

introductory heading, subheading) and types of 

headings (nominal, informative, advertorial, 

indeterminable) formed to inspire shocking 

effects? 

3. What elements of suicidal events are 

depicted in accompanying photographs 

(victims, event sites, next of kin, witnesses), 

and what is their level of explicitness? 

b) Is the manner of suicide reporting in 

Bjelovarski list in contradiction to the 

existing ethical standards applicable to 

journalism? 

1. What is the dominantly used genre?  

2. How are the articles positioned in the paper 

(page, section)?  

3. Are the articles signed? 

4. Are the witnesses directly included in the 

reports?  

5. Is the identity of the victim revealed? 

6. Does suicide reporting include reporting on 

minors? 

c)What is the level of consistency 

between article headings and textual 

content and what level of 

responsibility is exercised? 

1. Does the article point to parallels to other 

comparable events?  

2. Does the article provide helpline 

information available to individuals with 

suicidal thoughts?  

3. Do articles refer to possible illnesses that 

suicide victims suffered? 

4. Does the article reveal the method of 

suicide? 

5. Is data provided on suicide sites/locations? 

Table 1: Fundamental and auxiliary research questions.  

(Source: Authors) 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

We used the method of content analysis and applied it to all articles on suicide published in 

Bjelovarski list between 2009 and 2015, which are stored on the People’s Library Petar 

Preradović in Bjelovar, where the research was carried out manually, and each article analyzed 

following the pre-set criteria. Content analysis is standardly used in social research when 

applied to textual or visual material, to detect and establish the existence of characteristics by 

which the selected material complies with or differs from a pre-set standard (Halmi 2003, p. 

379). The procedure involves the transformation of qualitative empirical data into quantifiable 

data, that enables systematization and scientific objectivization (Berelson 1959). Although 

Berelsons’s definition of content analysis emphasizes the aspect of quantification, the more 

recent trends point to the importance of detailed in-depth observation of the research problem 

that can be achieved using mixed methods (see for example Altheide, Schneider 2013, or 

Graffigna and Riva 2015). Bearing all this in mind, the authors approached the task of 

organizing empirical evidence on symbolic communication (Halmi 2003, p. 379) from which 

the backbone of this research, the analytical matrix, was developed. The steps were the 

following: the initial presumption was used to define the sample, which resulted in defining the 

elements of content that needed to be extracted systematically and used as units. The research 

questions were applied in the development of the analytical matrix, which enabled the data to 

be referenced and cross-referenced, providing grounds for interpretation. 
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5. RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

During the observed period, 55 texts on suicide were published in Bjelovarski list, and 38 of 

them refer to accomplished suicidal events. The rest of the articles refer to suicide attempts, 

suicide threats, warnings on high suicide rates, sometimes specifically referring to high suicide 

rates among war veterans. 

 

Figure 1: Texts on suicide published in Bjelovarski list between 2009 and 2015. 

(Source: Authors) 

 

5.1. Reporting modes and accompanying material (photographs)  

The goal was to discover answers to the first fundamental research questions and the related 

auxiliary questions. Table 2 shows quantitative data obtained by the analysis of headings, article 

positions, and technical features.  

 
HEADINGS, POSITIONS AND TECHNICAL FEATURES 

HEADINGS: LEVELS N % 

Heading only 23 41,82 

Heading and subheading or 

introductory heading  

28 50,91 

Heading, subheading, and 

introductory heading 

4 7,27 

HEADINGS: TYPES N % 

Nominal/Neutral 10 18,18 

Informative/Assertive 8 14,55 

Advertorial/Aggressive 35 63,64 

Indeterminable    2 3,64 

PHOTOGRAPHS:  

PRESENT 
N % 

Victim photo 10 18,19 

Site of event 19 34,55 

Next of kin 3 5,45 

Neighbours 1 1,82 

Other 7 12,72 

Absent 15 27,27 

Table 2: Headings, positions, and technical features. Total No. of articles (N=55)  

(Source: Authors) 
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In our first group of questions, we investigated the language of the headings and focused on 

accompanying features of the articles, primarily on photographic material. The headings are 

viewed as a semantic “ticket into the text” (Silić 2005, p. 89). We adopted Silićs’s 

categorization of media headings, where he distinguishes between nominal, informative, and 

advertorial headings. Nominal headings nominate the content, and they are usually phrased by 

the use of nouns and adjectives. Informative headings tend to send across messages, and this 

type is usually phrased using verbs and tenses, and sometimes interrogatives. Advertorial 

headings are assertive and usually expressed via illocutionary forms of speech, such as 

imperatives; these are also often accompanied by exclamation marks. To underline the effects 

of choice between nominal, informative, and advertorial headings, we additionally added 

attributes to accompany each category, and classified nominal headings as closest to neutral, 

informative ones as closest to assertive, and advertorial ones as closest to aggressive. We also 

observed if the articles were equipped with subheadings or perhaps added introductory 

headings. Upon classifying the heading type, we classified the texts by genre and observed the 

position of individual articles within the journal. Closer analysis of the headings leads to the 

conclusion that the headings are, for the largest part, mainly focused on creating shocking 

effects that are likely to draw in the audience. This point can be duly illustrated by quoting some 

of the headings: 

 
INTRODUCTORY 

HEADING 
HEADING SUBHEADING SECTION DATE  

 

Mario shot himself 

in the heart and 

luckily missed 

Attempted suicide FRONTPAGE 
January 

26, 2009 

A Week of Darkness: A 

man blew himself to 

pieces, a woman hanged 

herself 

Dušek, the 

Neighbour: Only His 

Sneakers 

Remained… 

In Gornji Draganec, a 47-year 

old male wounded himself 

with a bomb, and in Srijedska, 

a 67-year-old woman hanged 

herself in a plum orchard 

CURRENT 

AFFAIRS 

May 11, 

2009 

 

Ivan set fire on a 

property loaded with 

explosives and 

hanged himself 

immediately after 

 

After an argument with his 

wife, he set fire on the 

property and hanged himself 

 

FRONTPAGE 

 

CRIME 

July 19, 

2010 

 

Nobody knows why 

a quiet youth killed 

his stepmother and 

then himself 

 CRIME 
January 

10, 2011 

The children saw 

everything 

 

Unheard-of crime in 

Kašljevac. 

A man stabs his wife to death, 

throws her body into the 

garbage, and hangs himself 

FRONTPAGE 
June 4, 

2012 

 

He tied a knot 

around his neck and 

hanged himself from 

the balcony of his 

vacation home 

 FRONTPAGE 
December 

24, 2012 

A new tragedy in Bjelovar 

He blew himself up 

with a bomb in his 

orchard 

 FRONTPAGE 
February 

11, 2013 

 

He badly wounded 

his stepson and then 

hanged himself in 

the family home 

 CRIME 
January 

20, 2014 

Table 3: Headings by Level: A Selection.  

(Source: Authors) 
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If we go on to observe the photographic material that accompanies these articles, it becomes 

obvious that photographs most commonly feature the suicide site, or the victim, or their next of 

kin, or sometimes the neighbors. On May 18, a disturbing photograph was published alongside 

a text of a high-school graduate after the graduation celebration. This photo shows a high-school 

graduate on the Partizan playground in Bjelovar, the traditional site of the so-called “norijada” 

(the term is used to refer to the traditional informal gathering of graduates that tends to run 

rather wild). It comes with the following caption:  

 

Three years ago, Tatjana Juričan, a high-school graduate, took her own life by swallowing 

approximately 100 pills.  

 

Most other texts on suicide, besides the quoted examples, were accompanied by photographic 

material. Quite an outstanding example, but also an isolated one, is that of a frontpage 

photograph of the victim, showing the victim’s home, alongside the introductory heading 

stating:  

 

A tragedy in Jošine; Why did you do it, Ivica? The main heading elaborated further on the event: 

He blew himself away with a bomb, his one-year-old son will not remember him.  

 

A crude photograph was added to the text of June 4 (The old man cuts his veins and dies in the 

General Hospital), showing a bleeding arm with deadly cuts. The first text on suicide that was 

published in 2013, dated January 14 (heading: At least ten persons committed suicide in course 

of the holiday season) was part of the section 7 days, on page 5 of the paper. It provided 

information regarding the number of persons who took their own lives at the end of 2012 

pointing to the fact that during this period there were more such cases than there had been 

throughout the entire year. The accompanying photograph – showing a person of female sex 

laying over a table and vomiting, different kinds of pills scattered around her – was most 

disturbing. Most of the texts published in 2014 and 2015 were accompanied by photographic 

material depicting the deceased or the suicide survivors. The analysis of this category reveals a 

high level of explicitness and trackability of articles on suicide that correlates with the presence 

of the keyword ‘suicide’ and other explicit descriptors of the act. It also shows the prevalence 

of aggressive heading style (advertorial headings were detected in 63,64% of the cases), all of 

which is augmented by ‘visual emphasis’ that leans towards dramatic, attention-capturing 

content. 

 

5.2. Presentation mode   

At this stage, the goal was to find answers to the second fundamental research question, and to 

accompanying auxiliary questions. Table 4 shows quantitative data obtained by the analysis of 

genre, authorship, and the inclusion of witnesses and victims in the reports.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table following on the next page 

 

 

 

 



68th International Scientific Conference on Economic and Social Development – Aveiro, 24-25 May, 2021 

 

250 

AUTHORSHIP, VICTIM IDENTITY, AND WITNESSES 

(INTERLOCUTORES) 

GENRE N % 

News (compact) 19 34,55 

Report (detailed)  32 58,18 

Positioning 4 7,27 

AUTHORSHIP N % 

Articles signed by initials 27 58,69 

Fully signed articles 19 41,31 

Unsigned articles 9 16,36 

WITNESSES/ 

INTERLOCUTORS  
N % 

Articles with witnesses/interlocutors 

included in the text 
11 25,45 

VICTIMS N % 

Articles exposing victim identity 34 61,82 

Articles related to the suicide of minors 3 5,45 

Articles related to youth below the age 

of 24 

4 7,27 

Table 4: Authorship, victim identity, and witnesses (interlocutors). Total No. of articles 

(N=55)  

(Source: Authors) 

 

Seeing that most of the articles published in Bjelovarski list in course of the observed period do 

not abide by the ethical standards on suicide reporting, but appear to lean towards 

sensationalism, it is rather easy to observe that the fully signed articles are those, and fewer, 

that tend to assume an educational approach to the topic, refer to the negative statistical data 

and warn against the danger of suicide (e.g., on February 1, 2010: Four pupils attempt suicide 

each year; February 15, 2010: Devastating: the County with the highest suicide count; February 

14, 2012; Fifty-three veterans committed suicide). As far as the identity of the victim is 

concerned, it was revealed in as many as 34 articles and can thus be concluded that the victim's 

identity was not respected. Elements by which the identity of the victim can be revealed, or 

pieces of indirect information that may be revealing in itself, are the following: direct publishing 

of the name (first, last, or both) of the victim, publishing of the victim’s initials, or their age, 

the area the victim lived in, reference to the victim’s parents or family members, nicknames, 

etc. It is also worth noting that 7 (12,73%) out of 55 articles related to the suicide of minors (3 

articles, 5,45%), or youth below the age of 24 (4 articles, 7,27%), which adds up to almost one-

fifth of the total number, and reveals a rather alarming ratio seeing the potentially grave 

consequences of such news on adolescent suicide. In the discussions on the influence of the 

media on suicidal behaviour, adolescents constitute a particularly vulnerable group, which is 

also sustained by the statistics that show triplication of such events in age-group 15-24 

(Marčinko et al. 2011, p. 196). The alarming rise is largely attributed to the media that can feed 

the adolescents with the idea of suicide, seeing the susceptibility of his age-group to external 

influences (Kocijan via Ibid, p. 197). The hesitance to expose authorship appears to be related 

to the level and mode of elaboration seeing that the shallow approach prevails overwhelmingly, 

and in-depth analysis is almost non-existent, while the mode of elaboration leans on the 

selection of shocking details to attract the audience in a sensationalist manner. The latter has 

also a lot to do with the low degree of testimonial relevance, which is, largely, because the 

witnesses, when available, are confronted with shallow questions and are mostly used to 

emphasize, rather than to analyze the event. 
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5.3. Heading-content consistency and the issue of responsibility  

This part of the research explored the data related to the third fundamental question, including 

auxiliary questions. At this stage, qualitative content analysis was applied. The comparison 

between the headings and the textual content shows that the correspondence between them was 

high. A far greater problem was, however, the content itself, which was usually inappropriate, 

diverging not from the headlines but the ethical guidelines regarding the treatment of the topic 

of suicide, and diverging from the Code of honour of Croatian Journalists. This observation 

can easily be substantiated by a brief analysis of the content of some typical articles. For 

example, in the article that appeared in Issue 37 of Bjelovarski list on January 26, 2009, under 

the heading, Mario shot himself in the heart and luckily missed, attempted suicide was 

described. The article reports on journalists visiting a coffee shop on Slavonska cesta to 

investigate the event:  

 

Tracing numerous versions of the event that shocked many a citizen of Bjelovar, and especially 

the inhabitants of the out-of-town settlement Novoseljani, we attempted to find out what had 

really happened around 19:45 on Monday (…) where the 30-year-old Mario B. fired a shot 

from his gun attempting to take his own life.  

 

In this report, the place, and the time of the suicidal event were explicitly mentioned, as well as 

the name and the age of the protagonist. Furthermore, the paper published a statement from a 

waitress who condemned the event, and the entire text was filled with judgemental remarks on 

the victim. The speculative dimension comes through even in the closing statement:  

 

The fortune within the misfortune can be found in the fact that Mario’s hand most likely 

quivered, which is what saved his life since the bullet aimed at his heart missed the target by 

only a few centimetres and hit his lung. 

 

Another article describes a suicide of a high-school graduate that took place on May 18, 2009 

(heading: A young man hanged himself over unrequited love?). This text goes into much detail 

in describing how this suicide was carried out:  

 

(…) the young man hanged himself on Saturday, not long after 1.00 a. m, from the eaves of the 

family house.  

 

The article not only provides a detailed description of how the suicide took place and the data 

on the deceased but also engages in speculation over the reasons for the young man’s act. All 

these features are typical of tabloid reporting and reveal a sensationalist attitude, contributing 

to the danger of copycat effects that the young audience is liable to. Along the same line of 

argumentation, this kind of reporting goes against The Code of Honour of the Croatian 

Journalists' Association, being in direct conflict with the Code’s Article 16 that specifically 

states that the reporting on suicide and suicidal attempts should not provide any specific data 

on the victim and that any identifiable features should be reduced to the utmost minimum, 

especially when referring to cases of children or the youth. The eighth page of the crime section, 

dated January 10, 2011, featured an article with the following heading: Nobody knows why a 

quiet youth killed his stepmother and then himself. The text itself contains the following:  

 

Thirty-five-year-old Alen Kraševac was in the apartment of his father, Josip Kraševac, on the 

second floor of the apartment building in Nazorova Street around 14:30 when he fired a shot 

from his gun and killed his 53-year-old stepmother Gordana Kraševac, after which he 

committed suicide.  
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In this example, not only the full names of all the parties involved in this tragedy are offered 

publicly, but also the names of the persons who were not involved (the father of the protagonist 

of this murder-suicide case), as well as their age, and the exact time and place of the event. The 

article also states that Alen’s gun was illegally possessed, as well as information on the 

workplaces of the deceased parties. Further investigation of the content of the articles reveals 

that most of them (38) are oriented on the depiction of the protagonist and the event; six (6) of 

them point to the comparison with other similar events. In almost all texts, the suicidal event is 

described in specific terms, and in most of them, the exact location of the event is provided. 

Only a single text (1) provided reference to help channels/contacts for suicidal individuals, 

available in the Republic of Croatia; only two articles (2) provided sporadic reference to PTSD 

yet with no attempt to engage in any kind of analysis of the condition and of the problems that 

caused it. The articles also revealed that there is a difference in the modalities of reporting 

between events involving civilians and the military: the first aspire to a romantic depiction of 

suicidal events, while the second use negative terms and speak of the dysfunctional medical 

treatments (Ramchand, Ayer, Fisher, Osilla, Barnes-Proby, Wertheimer 2004, p. 25). In 

evaluating the material in terms of consistency, it is necessary to point out that ‘consistence’, 

as such, is not a positive or a negative feature, but that the evaluation of this feature leans on a 

pre-set value to be extracted from the text. When it comes to the relations between the headings 

and the textual body of suicide reports, these values are usually highlighted by headings and 

elaborated in the text, and when that value is negative – if the text follows up on it – the heading-

text consistency becomes a way to fortify, rather than to question the negative value or to affirm 

a positive one. It is the negative aspect that emerges from the analysis of our sample, and it 

reveals a consistently sensationalist approach regardless of the detailing that may focus on, and 

highlight (via heading), the suicidal method or some other circumstance of suicide, with little 

or no observation for the ethical consideration of victims’ identities or the possible public 

impact of the stories. Omission to publish helpline data is consistent with the latter. Situating 

the overall insight into the evaluative module on consistency and responsibility, therefore, 

yields yet another negative stride to be added to the cluster of evaluated features across all 

modules, categories, and subcategories that we observed via this research. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

The results of our research highlight the urgency to put the general course of Croatian 

journalism under serious observation. Examples of shallow sensationalist writing point to the 

disturbing trend that is likely to escalate further if measures are not taken to promote ethical 

standards and critical thinking among the Croatian journalists. Although this research covered 

a rather limited sample of Croatian journalism, it can be taken as evidence of not the worst, but 

of the less extreme negative practices in Croatian journalism. There are, nowadays, many new 

publishers who were “born into the trends”, and it can justifiably be presumed that the results 

of a broader investigation would most likely lead to even more alarming conclusions. In 

questioning the approach that we detected in Bjelovarski list, we, therefore, sought to provide 

an incentive for such a broader research to be undertaken, as well as to ignite a much-needed 

public discussion on the overall media culture in Croatia and on the galloping sensationalist 

trends that appear to have infiltrated even the journals of a higher cultural standing. The analysis 

of the selected sample of articles revealed a non-selective approach to the suicide narratives. 

Everything is, apparently, subject to publication: from suicidal attempts to presumptions on the 

contents of the farewell letters. The cases that are judged as unique and for some reason 

“interesting” find their way to the frontpages of the journals, to attract more public attention. 

The language is too often explicit, shallow, and trackable; the headings are usually dramatic 

and attention-seeking; the photographs capture private areas and shocking details; the focus of 

writing is on the scandalous effects; there is none or far too little engagement in the analysis of 
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causes, effects; almost no attention is given to preventive action; witnesses are asked to engage 

in hearsay In most cases, suicide is taken at face value: mental problems are not seriously 

discussed; guidance towards solutions alternative to suicide, or, at the very least, reference to 

help channels available in the community, is not provided. Apparently, suicide reporting in 

Croatia has submitted to the negative processes, and such an approach can be qualified as 

unprofessional in its disregard of the published World Health Organization ethical standards, 

and ethics in general. Hence, this research revealed a high level of deviation from almost all 

recommendations included in the guidelines on suicide reporting provided by professional 

organizations. The negative trends prevailed in every category that we examined (explicitness 

and trackability; heading styles; visual emphasis; level and mode of elaboration; general 

visibility: author's exposure; victim's exposure: testimonial relevance, a consistency and 

responsibility), adding up into a negative synergy amongst all categories. The media pursuit of 

audiences appears to have arrived at a level in which it negatively affects both the journalists’ 

and the editors’ awareness of the public responsibility of media writing, resulting in a notable 

decline in ethical standards of public communication. This is not to say that suicide is beyond 

discussion or beyond reporting: while tabooization of the topic is hardly a solution, seeing that 

it could result in unhealthy suppression of knowledge on the events that do occur and affect the 

public, superficial and sensationalist reporting can lead to suppression of a different kind: that 

of responsibility. It is in the public interest of both the media and the readers that the victims 

are offered appropriate help rather than submitted to further victimization, and that the public 

is not intoxicated by writing that has been known to lead to added unwanted effects rather than 

to their eradication. The inevitable question is: When negative trends take over, can there be an 

improvement?  In addressing this question, it seems useful to point out that our research yielded 

results that directly contrast the ones that were derived from the extensive research on suicide 

reporting in Australia, published in 2002. The research covered Australian newspapers, radio, 

and television), and it was entitled Reporting on Suicide in the Australian Media (Pirkis. 

Francis, Blood, Burgess, Morley, Stewart, Putins 2002). Even though room for improvement 

was also observed in the Australian research (e.g. journalists/editors often fail to provide 

helpline information, and tend to succumb to detailing when a celebrity status of a victim is 

involved), it appears that the Croatian media have a long way to go when it comes to avoiding 

overly explicit language and photographic material, and very much so when it comes to shaping 

the headlines. However, this also shows that higher standards are achievable, and that the ethical 

threshold can be raised. While further research into the Croatian situation is certainly necessary 

not only to raise the general awareness of the problem but also to produce new insights that can 

point more deeply to its nature, the long-term solution lies in in developing methods that can 

help raise the level of understanding of both the journalists and the public, to include education 

but also professional and civil surveillance over the media practices in Croatiain the detection 

of questionable practices and in the voicing as well as safeguarding of the required ethical 

standards. The critical research-based approach to sensationalist suicide reporting that we 

aimed to demonstrate is hopefully a step, among many others that need to be taken, towards 

achieving such goals, and towards a deeper understanding of media literacy, based not only on 

sound and relevant information but also on responsibility and life-affirming values.  
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