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Abstract Case Report |

The Werther effect, or suicidal contagion via the media, is a serious phenomenon, that is underestimated and little
studied among children. Our case, an eight years old girl, who did a suicide attempt by hanging, following a similar
scene on television, brought us to do a review on this subject. In fact, children would be more vulnerable than
adolescents and adults facing media influence. This is due to the fact that imitation and identification phenomena are
more important during early stages of development. However, means of communication can be used as protective
means against suicide, by involving parents and community.
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INTRODUCTION

The Werther effect refers to suicide undirect
contagion through media. It refers to Goethe’s novel
the sorrows of young Werther” in which the hero
commits suicide which would have caused a wave of
suicide among readers [1]. We know that imitation is
essential in the development of individuals. This leads
us to questioning the Werther effect among children,
which is precisely the case of our patient, a child of 8,
who committed suicide attempt by hanging after seeing
a similar scene on television. This led us to making a
review about this topic.

CLINIcAL CASE

Our patient is an 8 year old child. She was
brought to the pediatric emergency department for
asphyxia following a hanging suicide attempt.
Resuscitation measures saved the child’s life, but she
presented post-anoxic encephalopathy with severe
neurological sequelae: aphasia, quadriplegia and
neurocognitive disorders.

The accident took place at home. The child
was watching a soap opera on television with her
mother. She saw a violent scene: an important figure
made a suicide attempt by hanging. After the episode
ended, the child retired to her room. Moments later, she
was discovered by her sister, hanging from the window
by a scarf.

The family interrogation did not reveal a
history of psychiatric disorders. The child did not show
any change in behavior during the period preceding the
suicide attempt. Her functioning was normal at school
and at home. She was always first in her class. She was
well integrated with her peers. She had no problems
with her parents, or with her siblings. There was no
specific event or notion of trauma. We did not note any
elements pointing towards a mood disorder or any other
mental disorder. The whole family was shocked by the
act committed by our patient and could not find any
explanation for it.

DiscussioN

Suicidal behavior is a global public health
problem. Young people are the most affected and
suicide is now the second leading cause of death among
15-19 year olds [2]. According to statistics from the
World Health Organization (WHO), the global average
suicide rate among people under the age of 14 is
estimated at 0.59 / 100,000. This makes it the lowest
rate by age [2]. Child suicide therefore remains a
relatively rare but dramatic phenomenon [3]. It has a
lasting impact on families and communities and is
probably underestimated.

The suicide attempt is the conduct aiming at
killing oneself without succeeding [4]. However, the
concept of death is not understood by the child in the
same way as by the adult [5]. Numerous studies
conclude that the idea of irreversibility in death is
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acquired only around the age of 9 years [6]. The
maturity of this concept also depends on the level of
cognitive and emotional development of the child and
not only on the chronological age [5]. Thus, the study
by Mishara et al. [7] shows that at the age of 8 years,
87% of children know what suicide is. But it’s only
between 10 and 12 years that 100% are aware. Berthod
et al. [8], for their part, consider that it is not necessary
to have a completed representation of death to want to
give it to yourself.

Therefore, suicidal acts in children are less
often planned and suicidal intentionality less marked
than in adolescents or adults, as the study by Dervic et
al. shows. [9]. He is generally impulsive and reactive to
a life event which most often seems harmless [5].
Suicidal behavior is also characterized by the low
proportion of psychiatric disorders found compared to
an adolescent or adult population [5].

Another specificity to take into account is the
phenomenon of imitation and identification made by
children [5]. Indeed, several authors emphasize the
major influence of the suicidal behavior of a member of
the child's entourage and especially that of the media
[10]. We know that among the youngest, the distinction
between reality and imagination is not yet perfectly
established, which makes the influence of television and
the media even more significant for this population
[11].

Our case therefore illustrates the danger of the
Werther effect, or suicidal contagion via the media, in
children. The literature review, conducted by Sisask et
al., showed a significant association between media
coverage of suicidal behavior, real or fictitious, and
suicidal behavior [12]. Contagion is therefore a
precipitating factor for suicide and is more frequent in
children and adolescents [13].

Nowadays, access to the media is increasingly
important and easy for children: television, video
games, internet.... Preventing suicide in children can
also go through these channels.

The Papageno effect is the protective effect of
the means of communication on suicidal behavior.
Studies of this effect on children are rare but represent
an interesting field of research [14].
Niederkrotenthaler's team has shown that the portrayal
in the media of people with suicidal thoughts but
without suicidal behavior was negatively correlated
with suicide rates, all ages combined [15]. In this sense,
Biddle's hypothesis states that the impact of the media
(wisely used) in the prevention of suicide would exceed
their inductive effect [16]. The role of parents and
childcare professionals in all fields is essential in the
prevention process. They play a key role in raising

awareness, supporting and protecting children from the
harmful effects of the media.

CONCLUSION

The case of our patient allowed us to draw
attention to the Werther effect in children which is a
dangerous  phenomenon that is still  much
underestimated, and to make us think of the means of
prevention to protect young people who represent our
future.
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