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Suicides threaten population health in the U.S.  



There were 44,965 suicides in the U.S. in 2016.

This is equal to 123 suicides every day.

Or 1 every minutes
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News reports related to “Suicide” and “Robin Williams”, June 2013 - December 2014



Our study

• Did suicides increase in the months following Robin 
Williams’ death?

• How many excess suicides occurred in the 4 months 
following Williams’ death?



Study design: Interrupted time-series study

Monthly suicide count data in the U.S. from 1999-2015 from 
the CDC Wide-ranging Online Data for Epidemiologic Research 
(CDC WONDER)

• Sex: male/female

• Age: 12-19, 20-29, 30-44, 45-59, 60+

• Method: suffocation, cutting/piercing, poisoning, 
firearm, falls, all other methods



Study design: Interrupted time-series study

Seasonal autoregressive integrated moving averages 
(SARIMA)

– Differencing removes linear trend and seasonal variation

– Autocorrelation and partial autocorrelation functions 
were used to identify best fitting AR and MA

– Compared AIC and BIC to identify best model

Best model: SARIMA(0,1,1)x(0,1,1)12



What did we find?





SARIMA(0,1,1)x(0,1,1)12
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SARIMA(0,1,1)x(0,1,1)12

Williams’ suicide (Aug., 2014)
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Summary

• 9.9% increase in overall suicides from August 2014 
to December 2014

• Excess suicides were observed across gender and 
age groups

- Greatest excess among males and 30-44 year old's

• Suffocation deaths were responsible for the vast 
majority of increases



Conclusions

• Suicide is a central threat to public health

• Celebrity suicides may stimulate high-risk 
segments of the population to move from ideation 
to attempt

• Media may positively or negatively influence 
imitation suicides



✗ Instead  of This ✓ Do This
Big sensationalist headlines, or prominent 
placement (e.g., “Kurt Cobain Used Shotgun 
to Commit Suicide”)

Inform the audience without sensationalizing 
the suicide and minimize prominence (e.g., 
“Kurt Cobain Dead at 27”)

Quoting/interviewing police or first 
responders about the causes of suicide

Seek advise from suicide prevention experts

Including photos/videos or discussion of the 
location or method of death

Report the most recent CDC data and include 
hotline or local crisis phone numbers

WHO Organization – Reporting on Suicide Guidelines



Media’s role in imitation suicides requires further investigation…



Media’s role in imitation suicides requires further investigation…



Media’s role in imitation suicides requires further investigation…



Media’s role in imitation suicides requires further investigation…



twitter/ @davidsfink

dsf2130@columbia.edu


