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Experts Fear Copycat Suicides After Bullying Cases
(AP) — Nov 11, 2010

PHILADELPHIA (AP) — The experts call it "contagiom/hen a suicide or rash of suicides
inspires others to follow in an attempt at martyrdor solidarity in death.

Most people would call them copycat suicides. Wietéhe name, it appears to have been at
play in at least one suicide since Rutgers Unityefseshman Tyler Clementi's highly publicized
jump off the George Washington Bridge. And expéets that other recent suicides might fit the
mold or that more are ahead.

That creates a conundrum for advocates who wastbfpteenage bullying and their related
suicides, as well as for the media outlets thaectivem: how to spread the word without
romanticizing the problem or unwittingly encouragvulnerable teenagers to choose death.

"They may see this as a somewhat glamorous enditigat-the youth got lots of attention, lots
of sympathy, lots of national concern that theyarayot in life," said Anara Guard, a senior
adviser at the Boston-based Suicide PreventioniRes&enter. "The second possible factor is
that vulnerable youth may feel like, 'If they conltccut it, neither can I.™

Someone who's mentally ill may learn about a seiadd consider it a reasonable option, said
Madelyn Gould, professor of psychiatry and pubkealth at Columbia University in New York:
"A vulnerable person might say, 'That stopped the,p she said.

Experts say that while contagion is a real isstgegetting more difficult to identify.

Ann Haas, director of prevention programs at theeAoan Foundation for Suicide Prevention,
said that before the Internet, it was relativelgyeto track the phenomenon. When several
happened within the circulation area of a newspaqmettagion was likely a factor.

But when news knows no geographical boundariessaiake it's hard to tell whether the suicides
are linked. And Clementi's death reached farthan thhost suicide stories do.

Authorities say the 18-year-old killed himself aftearning that his Rutgers roommate and
another student peeked via webcam as he had aratetencounter with a man. His death
followed a string of suicides by teens nationwigédyed to have been bullied for their
perceived sexual orientation and quickly becamause celebre.

A pair of issues long known to gay rights advocates suicide prevention experts soon became
more widely known: Gay, lesbian, bisexual and tgansler youth are more likely to attempt
suicide than their straight counterparts. And ledllyouths are more likely to try suicide than
those who aren't.

"There was no way that Tyler Clementi's death wagyning to be covered,"” said Columbia

University's Gould. "He jumped from the George Wiagton Bridge, and he mobilized the need
for a lot of prevention efforts. It's a good aftetim of a horribly tragic event.”
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President Barack Obama and talk show host Ellendde€&s posted videos online calling for an
end to bullying. One day last month became "WeapleWDay" to protest bullying. New Jersey
lawmakers touted anti-bullying legislation thatkam more urgency after Clementi's death.

Then, last week, a Pennsylvania teenager steppeahinof a tractor-trailer, leaving behind a
note saying that he was tired of being called "t&ygnd "sissy" — and that he wanted to draw
more attention to the problem of bullying.

By the count of the American Foundation for Suiditevention, it was at least the sixth suicide
of a young person in the U.S. who was gay or totetefor being gay since Clementi's death.
Experts wonder whether the latest cases are dtdaetty reactions to the Rutgers case — and
the only people who know for sure are the victims.

Scholars can't say whether either problem is gethore severe or just more widely reported
because no data show what percentage of gay youthdlying victims are suicidal. Most of the
nation's 34,000 suicides a year don't get coverage.

Or, perhaps, the suicides are like those that haea happening all along, but these are
attracting media attention because of the new foouhe previously neglected problem of
bullying-related suicide.

Laura McGinnis, spokeswoman for The Trevor Projetich runs crisis intervention and
suicide prevention programs aimed at gay youthd,teat since Clementi's death her group's
crisis hot line has handled about 75 percent malte than usual. Requests from schools and
community leaders for "survival kits" have spikede more, she said.

It's important for people who are feeling suicittaknow where to turn to for help, whether it's a
hot line, a friend or a hospital, she said.

"There are people out there who can help you, waavdling to listen, to help you be the
person you feel inside that you are," she said.

To reduce the chance of contagion, media outletaldtbe careful not to conclude that suicides
are the result of just one factor — and they shaulolv the pain the suicides cause for families,
said Roy Peter Clark, a senior scholar at the Roynstitute, a journalism think tank in St.
Petersburg, Fla.

"It's not whether you cover these, but how you calrem," Clark said.

It's not usually a single event that triggers &igi@, Haas said, and most people who Kkill
themselves are depressed or dealing with otherahdness.

"If youth are struggling with depression," she sédilde impact of bullying can be quite different
than if they're otherwise emotionally healthy."
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