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Editorial

Social media and suicide

Social media, through websites and mobile apps, allows users to create and 
share content or participate in social networks. They are widely disseminated and 
have intensely modified the forms of interaction between individuals(1). Social media 
are one of the multiple risk or protective factors for mental health and suicidal 
behavior, although alone they are not able to explain these multifactorial and 
complex phenomena(2).

On the internet, the issue suicide can be a “meeting point” among vulnerable 
individuals, as studies have found that young people with mental health problems 
are heavier users of social media(3) and people who post content about suicide prefer 
to use blogs and forums online to express themselves and tend to be younger, have 

more suicidal ideation and negative affect compared to people without suicide postings(4).
The form to approach suicide in media needs to be careful to avoid the Werther or contagion effect, which 

is a phenomenon of apparent dissemination of influences that promote suicidal behavior(5-6). However, in social 
media, pro-suicide content can be produced anonymously and is easily accessed by vulnerable people. Among 
these contents are suicide pacts, suicide games, manuals about methods related to suicide, as well as content 
that values, romanticizes, encourages, condemns, or hinders the understanding of suicidal behavior(7-8).

The use of social media can be harmful especially when it is intense, associated with cyberbullying, 
excessive exposure of intimacy, unrealistic expectations, increased perception of happiness and success of 
others, procrastination, lack of criticism, reflection, empathic and responsible attitudes(1,4,9-12).

The intensity and prioritization of virtual life are also associated with impairments such as feelings of 
inadequacy, dissatisfaction with body image, depressive and anxious symptoms, poor quality of sleep and the 
excessive media engagement justified by fear of losing what happens in them(1,4,9-12). Considering these potential 
negative effects of social media, it is important to develop research and interventions related to educational and 
support actions for youth, parents and educators.

It is also necessary to consider the potential of the media for the promotion of mental health and suicide 
prevention. The incorporation of creative and attractive virtual strategies into conventional care may be 
accessible, facilitate youth participation, exchanges of experiences, expression and identification of emotions 
and needs, support and belonging catalysis, greater dissemination of information, knowledge about coping 
repertoires and better results in healthcare(7-8). There are different resources for this purpose, such as: support 
groups, applications, serious games, sites. In addition, there are situations where anonymity may facilitate the 
initial search for support. 

It is important to invest in research, technological innovations and creative, accessible, efficient and adapted 
care and educational actions for diverse publics using the social media in positive and safe way for the prevention 
of suicide and the promotion of mental health.



http://www.revistas.usp.br/smad

195Vedana KGG.

References

1. Royal Society for Public Health. Social media and young people’s mental health and wellbeing. London: Royal 
Society for Public Health; 2017. 32 p. [cited 2018 Nov 23]. Available from: https://www.rsph.org.uk/uploads/assets/
uploaded/62be270a-a55f-4719-ad668c2ec7a74c2a.pdf
2. World Health Organization. Preventing suicide: a global imperative. WHO Press: Geneva, 2014 [cited 2018 Nov 23]. 
Available from: http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/131056/9789241564779_eng.pdf;jsessionid=588169C
76F2329F73230A31BF4DC51AE?sequence=1 
3. Sampasa-Kanyinga H, Lewis RF. Frequent Use of Social Networking Sites Is Associated with Poor Psychological 
Functioning Among Children and Adolescents. Cyberpsychology, Behav Soc Netw. 2015; Jul;18(7):380-5. doi: 10.1089/
cyber.2015.0055
4. Cheng Q, Kwok CL, Zhu T, Guan L, Yip PSF. Suicide communication on social media and its psychological 
mechanisms: An examination of chinese microblog users. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2015; Sep;12(9):11506-27. 
doi: 10.3390/ijerph120911506.
5. Cheng Q, Li H, Silenzio V, Caine ED. Suicide contagion: A systematic review of definitions and research utility. PLoS 
One. 2014; Sep; 9(9): e108724. doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0108724
6. Robinson J, Cox G, Bailey E, Hetrick S, Rodrigues M, Fisher S, et al. Social media and suicide prevention: A 
systematic review. Early Interv Psychiatry. 2016; Apr;10(2):103-21. doi: 10.1111/eip.12229. Epub 2015 Feb 19.
7. Vedana KGG, Pereira CCM, Di Donato G, Vanzela AS. 13 Reasons Why”: social blog posts about the book and series 
related to suicidal behavior among young individuals. Enferm Rev. 2018;21(1):2–10. [cited 2018 Nov 23]. Available 
from: http://periodicos.pucminas.br/index.php/enfermagemrevista/article/view/17891/13345
8. Vedana KGG, Silva AF, Pereira CCM, Silva GL. “Blue Whale”: blog posts about the suicide game. Rev Enferm 
Contemp. 2018;7(1):27. [cited 2018 Nov 23]. Available from: https://www5.bahiana.edu.br/index.php/enfermagem/
article/view/1736
9. Braithwaite SR, Giraud-Carrier C, West J, Barnes MD, Hanson CL. Validating Machine Learning Algorithms for 
Twitter Data Against Established Measures of Suicidality. JMIR Ment Heal [Internet]. 2016 May; 16;3(2):e21. doi: 
10.2196/mental.4822.
10. Daine K, Hawton K, Singaravelu V, Stewart A, Simkin S, Montgomery P. The power of the web: a systematic 
review of studies of the influence of the internet on self-harm and suicide in young people. PLoS One. 2013;Oct; 8(10): 
e77555. doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0077555
11. Li TMH, Chau M, Yip PSF, Wong PWC. Temporal and Computerized Psycholinguistic Analysis of the Blog of a 
Chinese Adolescent Suicide. Crisis. 2014 May; 35(3):168-75. doi: 10.1027/0227-5910/a000248.
12. Mars B, Heron J, Biddle L, Donovan JL, Holley R, Piper M, et al. Exposure to, and searching for, information about 
suicide and self-harm on the Internet: Prevalence and predictors in a population based cohort of young adults. J Affect 
Disord.  Oct 1;185:239-45. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2015.06.001. Epub 2015 Jun 12.

Kelly Graziani Giacchero Vedana
Professor, Escola de Enfermagem de Ribeirão Preto, Universidade de São Paulo, PAHO/WHO Collaborating 
Centre for Nursing Research Development, Ribeirão Preto, SP, Brazil.
E-mail: kellygiacchero@eerp.usp.br

 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7363-2429


