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AGENDA

• Introductions

• Why Is Responsible Messaging Important?

• Virginia State Data

• Guidelines and Recommendations

• Cisco News App for Suicide Reporting

• Messaging and Prevention Resources

• Q&A Discussion
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WHO WE ARE
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INTRODUCTIONS

Trula Tener
Reingold, 
Senior Account Director

Amanda Korman
Charlottesville City Schools,
Community Relations



WHY IS RESPONSIBLE MESSAGING 
IMPORTANT?
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WHY IS RESPONSIBLE MESSAGING 
IMPORTANT?

• Suicide is a major public health issue in the U.S., with nearly 50,000 reported deaths 
and nearly 10 million more individuals who seriously consider suicide annually. 

• According to the Virginia Department of Health, overdose deaths in the 
Commonwealth increased year over year by 42% in 2020 and 16% in 2021.

• COVID-19 has increased mental health challenges.  In the U.S., 4 in 10 adults have 
reported symptoms of anxiety or depression, and more then 4 in 10 youths 
reported they persistently felt sad or hopeless during the pandemic.
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WHY IS RESPONSIBLE MESSAGING 
IMPORTANT?

• Responsible reporting can transform the way people think and talk about suicide and 
other mental health issues, effectively connect people with lifesaving resources, and 
strengthen communities.

• Researchers have examined both the risks of unsafe reporting (the Werther effect) and 
the positive impact of responsible reporting (the Papageno effect).

• The news media and other influencers play a critical role in suicide prevention and the de-
stigmatization of mental health and substance use concerns. 

• Your work makes a difference!

https://www.openaccessgovernment.org/the-werther-effect/42915/
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Lifeline-Papageno-Effect.pdf


Poll: What are some sensitive topics you’ve 
had to address recently in school comms?



• Employee, student, family access to mental health resources

• School recovery from difficult situations (e.g. lockdown; death 
of community member)

• Substance use visible to community

• Suicide or attempted suicide



VIRGINIA DATA
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STATE SUICIDE DATA (2020)
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STATE OVERDOSE DATA

• VDH data showed year-over-year increases in overdose deaths of 42% in 2020, and 16% in 
2021.

• Among individuals seeking care for substance use disorder in Virginia, nearly one-third have a 
co-occurring mental health condition.
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VIRGINIA & MENTAL HEALTH

• CDC Household Pulse Survey shows young 
adults reported the highest rates of anxiety 
and depression of any age group throughout 
the pandemic.

• Black, Latino, and multi-racial adults; people 
living with a disability; essential workers; and 
parents also reported higher rates of anxiety 
and depression during the pandemic.

• Virginia ranks 41 out of all states in mental 
health workforce availability, and the state is 
facing an unprecedented behavioral health 
workforce shortage.
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TELLING THE WHOLE STORY:  
FACTORS THAT DETERMINE HEALTH
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TELLING THE WHOLE STORY:  
FACTORS THAT DETERMINE HEALTH

Increased 
pandemic 
stress & 
isolation

Increased 
substance 
use

Job loss & 
insurance 
loss

Increased 
exposure 
to fentanyl

Increased 
overdose 
deaths



BEST PRACTICES GUIDELINES AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
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SUICIDE PREVENTION 
GUIDELINES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

• Describe suicide trends accurately, without alarm. Suicide rates are rising but not 
“skyrocketing,” and they should not be described in sensational terms. Use data (from 
authoritative sources) to illustrate scope as needed.

• Avoid stating the means of death. Instead, report the death as a suicide and keep 
information about the location general. Use neutral headlines like “John Doe, dead at 50.”

• Look for opportunities to share stories of hope and recovery as appropriate. 
Including stories on hope, healing, and recovery may reduce the risk of contagion. 

• Tell the whole story with a wide-angle lens. While there is a role for stories from 
individuals, it is important to also focus on policies and systems that affect mental health.  
Solely focusing on individual traits can reinforce beliefs that mental health concerns are an 
individual character flaw.
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GENERAL GUIDELINES AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• Talk to an expert. Interviewing suicide prevention, mental health, or substance use experts 
can help ensure that the information you’re sharing is factual.

• Consider someone with lived experience as an expert but avoid tokenizing. 
Recognize that a single individual’s experience and perspectives don’t represent those of a 
broader group.

• Use inclusive language to highlight that mental health exists on an ever-changing 
continuum for all of us.  Recognizing that we all have mental health challenges can reduce 
stigma.  Acknowledging that mental health conditions are treatable helps to inspire hope.

• Recognize the complex nature of mental health and substance use concerns, and 
the many barriers that people face when seeking care.
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WORDS MATTER: INCLUSIVE & 
STIGMA-REDUCING LANGUAGE

• Honor the individual. Use “person-first” language and avoid words 
that imply pity or inferiority. 

• Invoke the collective. Use “we” and “our,” as appropriate, to 
reflect our shared responsibility and that we all move along a 
continuum of mental health that can change over time.

• Avoid the moral judgments hidden in some word choices. 
“Clean and sober,” “struggling with,” or “suffering from,” are all 
examples.  Neutral, direct, and plain-language words are best.

• Stay current in the preferred language. Mental health advocates 
and national groups are often changing their recommended word 
choice based on current events and emerging research. Continually 
refer to trusted resources when choosing words.

• Prepare to break with traditional style guides. Even the 
Associated Press allows exceptions. If faced with a choice between 
reinforcing stigma and breaking with style, choose the latter.

https://consciousstyleguide.com/
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IMAGES MATTER, TOO: INCLUSIVE & 
STIGMA-REDUCING IMAGERY

• Use appropriate photos and imagery. Avoid 
images that invoke a sense of melancholy, but also 
those that may inadvertently send a message that 
suicide will get you to a peaceful place. 

• Consider power dynamics and inclusivity.Who’s 
in the image? Who’s not? How do they relate to each 
other? What are the implications of the image?

• Pay attention to inadvertent issues during 
layout. Collaborate with your production teams to 
explain how the positioning of an image near a 
headline, subhead, or caption can change the message.
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ENCOURAGE HELP-SEEKING
BEHAVIOR

• Let people know that help is available, and recovery is 
possible.

• Make resources easy to access. Include information 
about resources and how to access them, e.g., call, text or 
chat.  Include warning signs for thoughts of suicide or signs of 
overdose – and link to more information. 

• Peer-to-peer messaging can be effective.  It can 
positively change health behaviors.  
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988 SUICIDE AND CRISIS LIFELINE

What does 988 mean for our community?

• 988 is the new three-digit dialing code that will reach one of 
the 200+ regional call centers run by the National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline.  

• This is mandated at the federal level through the FCC, and 
then locally 988 will work in conjunction with our area’s 
regional crisis call center. 

If you don’t have a local area code, what happens when 
you call 988?

• 988 currently routes to the call center linked with the caller’s 
area code. Connect with your regional mental health provider 
to find out their recommendation for how callers can access 
appropriate services more quickly.   

• What can callers expect when they call the regional 
crisis call center?

• Callers will be able to talk with a caring listener, find referrals 
to mental health and other community services, and get ideas 
around how to help someone you’re concerned about, and 
discuss safety planning for individuals struggling with suicidal 
thoughts.

Can you text the crisis call center number and or 9-8-8? Can 
you still call or text the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline? 

• You can still text the crisis call center number and if you call or text 
or the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline it will roll over to the call 
center so it’s all going to the same place. 

• This is part of complex systems change to try and meet the growing 
need for mental health support and crisis services. 

KEY POINTS:

• 988 is NOT like 911. 
• 988 does not take the place of existing resources in our 

community.
• 988 is a federal mandate that is being implemented by each 

state. At the state level, this is just one part of complex, 
evolving changes to our continuum of crisis behavioral health 
services. 



Poll: Which tips resonate with you most so far?



EXAMPLES & PRACTICE



ARTICLE A

How might you improve it?



ARTICLE B

How might you improve it?



ARTICLE C

How might you improve it?
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CISCO NEWS APP FOR SUICIDE 
REPORTING

• SAVE and Cisco came together to 
support journalists and content 
creators to reduce the risk of suicide 
contagion that happens when reporting 
best practices are not followed.

• The result of that collaboration is the 
News App for Suicide Reporting, which 
helps assess how closely reporting 
adheres to best practice guidelines.

• Copy and past your draft copy into the 
app. It will flag potentially unsafe language 
and suggest alternatives.

https://reportingonsuicide.cisco.com/
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ADDITIONAL MESSAGING AND 
PREVENTION RESOURCES

• Reporting recommendations: The media 
landscape is constantly evolving, and guidelines for 
reporting will change with the times. Follow 
groups like Reporting on Suicide, Reporting on 
Addiction, Best Practices for Covering Suicide
Dart Center, and Poynter to stay up-to-date on 
the latest recommendations.

• Data sets: One of the greatest risks when 
reporting on suicide is sensationalizing the scope 
of the issue. Rather than using language describing 
it as an epidemic, use concrete data from sources 
like the CDC, WHO, and Department of Veterans 
Affairs. For local data see the Coalition’s website 
at www.cmhwcoalition.org/planning/.

• Subject matter expertise: Organizations such as the 
Reporting on Addiction, National Action Alliance for 
Suicide Prevention (including the 988 Messaging 
Framework), Suicide Prevention Resource Center, SAVE, 
and the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention all 
offer unique expertise in the field when looking for a 
spokesperson to address the issue of suicide.

• Audience-specific information and resources: As 
with any public health issue, tailored resources are 
often most effective. Organizations like the Veterans 
Crisis Line, the Trevor Project, the Steve Fund, and the 
Jed Foundation address mental health challenges in 
more niche populations, which may be better suited as 
a resource than those with a more general focus.

https://reportingonsuicide.org/
http://www.reportingonaddiction.org/
https://988lifeline.org/media-resources/
https://dartcenter.org/resources/dart-center-style-guide-trauma-informed-journalism?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Welcome%20to%20the%20Dart%20Centers%20occasional%20newsletter&utm_content=Welcome%20to%20the%20Dart%20Centers%20occasional%20newsletter+CID_e503fca3699561e2104d6fdddc4fc43d&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20software&utm_term=new%20style%20guide%20for%20trauma-informed%20journalism
https://www.poynter.org/tag/covering-suicide/
mailto:https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/suicide.htm
mailto:https://www.who.int/teams/mental-health-and-substance-use/suicide-data
mailto:https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/suicide_prevention/data.asp
http://www.cmhwcoalition.org/planning
http://www.reportingonaddition.org/
mailto:https://theactionalliance.org/
https://suicidepreventionmessaging.org/988messaging/framework
mailto:https://www.sprc.org/
mailto:https://save.org/
mailto:https://afsp.org/
mailto:https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/?gclid=CjwKCAjwybyJBhBwEiwAvz4G7wD_atJrA6xDWpLg17h4814ZZ9d5JWmts9CaZZ8VbUs40KjFFkcu8hoCNBYQAvD_BwE
mailto:https://www.stevefund.org/
mailto:https://www.jedfoundation.org/


Poll: How can your team make sure that you are 
sharing the right information and resources?



Q&A DISCUSSION



CONNECT WITH US: REINGOLD –
COMMUNICATIONS CONSULTING

• Focus on social impact, including nonprofit, 
government, and commercial

• Topics in health care, education, the military/veteran 
community, civic engagement, and associations

• National, regional, and local outreach campaigns

• Digital, broadcast, and print materials

• Creative design and writing/editing support

• 35+ years of experience

We take our work seriously, but not ourselves!



THANK YOU!

For more information, please contact:

Trula Tener at ttener@reingold.com or
Amanda Korman at kormana1@charlottesfilleschools.org

mailto:ttener@reingold.com
mailto:kormana1@charlottesfilleschools.org
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