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Abstract: While media reporting of suicide has long been scrutinized for its potentially harmful influence, recent 
research emphasizes the constructive role that responsible media can play in suicide prevention. This article 
explores the Papageno effect—named after a character in Mozart’s opera—highlighting how stories of resilience 
and help-seeking behavior can protect vulnerable audiences. Drawing on empirical data and international best 
practices, the paper underscores the importance of evidence-based journalism in mental health advocacy. 
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Introduction: In an age of 24/7 news cycles and social 
media saturation, the influence of mass 
communication on public health cannot be overstated. 
When it comes to sensitive topics like suicide, media 
narratives have the power to either harm or heal. Much 
of the early discourse focused on the negative 
ramifications of reporting suicide—namely, the 
Werther effect, which links sensationalized coverage 
with increased suicide rates. However, an equally 
important and hopeful concept has gained traction: the 
Papageno effect, which refers to the media’s potential 
to prevent suicide by promoting coping strategies and 
stories of recovery [3, p. 234]. 

The Papageno effect was first formally described by 
Niederkrotenthaler et al. in 2010. It draws its name 
from Papageno, a character in Mozart’s The Magic 
Flute, who contemplates suicide but ultimately chooses 
to live after receiving emotional support. The 
researchers defined the effect as a protective factor 
whereby media coverage of individuals overcoming 
suicidal crises through help-seeking and social support 
can lead to reduced suicide risk in vulnerable 
populations [3, p. 234]. 

A landmark study published in The British Journal of 

Psychiatry found that media reports focusing on 
successful coping in the face of adversity correlated 
with a significant reduction in suicidal ideation among 
viewers [3, p. 238]. These findings were reinforced by a 
follow-up study using eye-tracking and neuroimaging, 
which showed that individuals exposed to hopeful 
narratives showed greater cognitive engagement and 
emotional regulation than those exposed to tragic or 
graphic stories [6, p. 45]. 

Another study in Austria analyzed suicide rates before 
and after the publication of a media campaign 
promoting stories of individuals who had overcome 
suicidal thoughts. The results showed a measurable 
decline in suicide attempts, especially among 
adolescents and young adults [5, p. 1004]. 

Furthermore, in countries like Australia and Sweden, 
national guidelines have encouraged media outlets to 
focus on preventive aspects, such as recovery stories, 
mental health resources, and community support. The 
implementation of these guidelines has correlated with 
stabilized or reduced suicide rates over time [1, p. 21]. 

One of the most promising outcomes of the Papageno 
effect is its ability to encourage help-seeking. When 
vulnerable individuals are exposed to stories that 
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normalize the struggle with mental health and 
emphasize recovery, they are more likely to believe 
that support is both available and effective. According 
to a RAND Corporation study, media campaigns that 
incorporate the Papageno approach can increase 
hotline usage and visits to mental health services, 
especially when they include testimonials from 
relatable figures [7, p. 74]. 

The success of such campaigns often hinges on 
authenticity and representation. When stories come 
from diverse backgrounds—representing different 
ethnicities, age groups, and social classes—the impact 
is broader and more inclusive. This underscores the 
need for training journalists not only in ethics but also 
in cultural competency and trauma-informed 
storytelling [4, p. 412]. 

To maximize the protective benefits of the Papageno 
effect, media professionals must adopt evidence-based 
practices. Here are some key recommendations: 

1. Avoid detailed descriptions of suicide methods 
or locations. 

2. Include stories of survival, resilience, and 
successful treatment. 

3. Highlight available resources, such as crisis 
helplines and mental health clinics. 

4. Collaborate with mental health professionals 
when reporting on suicide-related issues. 

5. Use non-sensational language, avoiding terms 
like “committed suicide” in favor of “died by suicide.” 

Organizations such as the World Health Organization 
(WHO) and the International Association for Suicide 
Prevention have developed detailed guidelines for 
responsible reporting, which are publicly accessible and 
widely endorsed [1, p. 30]. 

In the digital age, social media platforms can amplify 
both positive and negative messages. While 
unregulated content can increase exposure to harmful 
material, it also offers a powerful avenue for sharing 
hopeful stories. Campaigns like #ItsOkayToTalk and 
#MentalHealthAwareness have reached millions, 
encouraging open discussions around mental health 
and suicide prevention. However, the effectiveness of 
such initiatives depends heavily on algorithmic 
responsibility and moderation policies [2, p. 75]. 

The Papageno effect represents a beacon of hope in the 
discourse around suicide and the media. Rather than 
avoiding the topic altogether, journalists can embrace 
their responsibility as agents of change—by telling 
stories that matter, that heal, and that save lives. As the 
research shows, media narratives are not neutral: they 
shape perceptions, inspire action, and—when handled 
with care—can become powerful tools for suicide 

prevention. It is essential that future media training 
integrates the principles of constructive journalism, 
reinforcing the role of the press not merely as 
informers, but as protectors of public well-being. 

REFERENCES 

World Health Organization. Preventing Suicide: A 
Resource for Media Professionals. WHO, 2017. 
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/258814/
9789241513289-eng.pdf  

Scherr, S., & Steinleitner, A. Between Werther and 
Papageno Effects: The Role of Media in Suicide 
Prevention. Der Nervenarzt, 2015, 86(9), 1001–1006. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00115-015-4260-6  

Niederkrotenthaler, T., Voracek, M., Herberth, A., Till, 
B., Strauss, M., Etzersdorfer, E., Eisenwort, B., & 
Sonneck, G. (2010). Role of Media Reports in 
Completed and Prevented Suicide: Werther Versus 
Papageno Effects. The British Journal of Psychiatry, 
197(3), 234–243.  

Pirkis, J., & Blood, R. W. (2001). Suicide and the Media: 
Part I. Crisis: The Journal of Crisis Intervention and 
Suicide Prevention, 22(4), 144–151.  

Till, B., Arendt, F., Scherr, S., & Niederkrotenthaler, T. 
(2021). Papageno vs Werther Effect in Adolescents. 
Media Psychology, 24(6), 997–1012. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2020.1748486  

Niederkrotenthaler, T., & Till, B. (2019). Suicide and the 
Media: From Werther to Papageno Effects – A Selective 
Literature Review. Journal Suicidologi, 24(2).  

Ramchand, R., Acosta, J., Rachel, M., & Lisa, B. (2011). 
The War Within: Preventing Suicide in the U.S. Military. 
RAND Corporation.  

.   

 

https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/258814/9789241513289-eng.pdf
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/258814/9789241513289-eng.pdf
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/258814/9789241513289-eng.pdf
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/258814/9789241513289-eng.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00115-015-4260-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00115-015-4260-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2020.1748486
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2020.1748486

