
Motor Vehicle Fatalities Increase 

Just After Publicized Suicide Stories 

Abstract. The average increase in motor vehicle fatalities is 9.12 percent in the 
week after a suicide story. The more publicity given to the story, the greater the rise 
in motor vehicle deaths thereafter. This rise apparently occurs because suicide sto- 
iies stimulate a wave of imitative suicides, some of which are disguised as motor 
vehicle accidents. 

Many researchers have proposed that 
automobile accidents might have a sui- 
cidal component. However, the evi- 
dence has sometimes been contradictory 
or ambiguous (1) and has been based 
largely on studies of small, nonrandom 
samples restricted to small geographic 
areas. I now present what I believe to be 
the first systematic evidence from a large 
geographic area that indicates a suicidal 
component in motor vehicle fatalities. 

This evidence can best be understood 
in the light of an earlier paper (2), which 
showed (i) the number of U.S. suicides 
increases after a suicide is publicized by 
the newspapers; (ii) this increase occurs 
only after the suicide story is published; 
and (iii) the more publicity given to the 
suicide story, the greater the increase in 
U.S. suicides. These findings did not re- 
sult from random, seasonal, or yearly 
fluctuations in the data, but rather, 
seemed to occur because some persons 
were imitating the publicized suicide. 

If motor vehicle accidents do indeed 
have a suicidal component, motor ve- 
hicle fatalities should, like suicide, in- 

crease just after a publicized suicide sto- 
ry. This prediction can be tested by ex- 
amining daily California motor vehicle 
fatalities before and after suicide stories 
and during matched control periods free 
from suicide stories. A complete list of 
front-page suicide stories was generated 
from the reference libraries of the Los 
Angeles Times and the San Francisco 
Chronicle. These are the largest newspa- 
pers in the Los Angeles and San Fran- 
cisco standard metropolitan statistical 
areas-the two largest in the state (3). 

If front-page California suicide stories 
stimulate a rise in California motor ve- 
hicle fatalities, then this rise can be de- 
tected by a technique adapted from ear- 
lier work (2, 4) and illustrated by the case 
of Yukio Mishima, a noted Japanese au- 
thor, who killed himself on Tuesday, 24 
November 1970, amid international pub- 
licity. In the "experimental period" con- 
sisting of the week after Mishima's death 
(24 to 30 November), there were 117 mo- 
tor vehicle fatalities in California. One 
can determine whether this is an abnor- 
mally large number of deaths in the ex- 

Table 1. California motor vehicle fatalities during the week after publicized suicides and the 
change in the frequency of such fatalities from control periods. Newspaper circulation is that of 
the five largest newspapers in California. 

Motor Motor Newspaper 
Suicide Date of vehicle Change circulation suicide deaths (%) (thousands) ____________ (No.) __ (thousands) 

A. Korbel, winemaker 4/21/1966 96 7.06 750 
S. Youngren, union leader 5/17/1966 79 - 1.74 750 
Lo Jui Ching, Chinese army leader 1/19/1967 81 .10 1,799 
J. Hughes, businessman 2/23/1967 
E. Joe, student * 2/23/1967 102 29.28 1,414 
S. Abshear, student J 2/25/1967 
A. Amer, Egyptian general 9/14/1967 99 - 2.17 848 
M. Berg, Los Angeles policeman 9/23/1967 105 4.27 848 
V. Janko, Czechoslovakian general 3/14/1968 88 4.45 1,348 
F. Chegwin, mass murderer 8/08/1968 100 11.86 857 
H. Luedke, NATO admiral , 11/10/1968 120 34.62 1,578 
V. Latham, housewife 11/10/1968 ' 
J. Palach, Czechoslovakian student 1/16/1969 102 30.64 2,627 
Y. Mishima, author 11/24/1970 117 18.33 1,642 
J. Mattison, prisoner 2/25/1971 90 5.13 479 
B. Pollack, orchestra leader 6/07/1971 82 -20.16 966 
G. Giffe, hijacker 10/04/1971 104 6.67 1,377 
G. Logan, mass murderer 11/26/1971 89 7.79 1,858 
J. Van Praag, psychologist 3/07/1972 103 36.12 1,674 
M. Oufkir, Moroccan defense minister 8/17/1972 101 20.40 1,022 
M. Brody, millionaire 1/26/1973 65 -19.75 458 
E. Brudno, ex-P.O.W. 6/03/1973 98 - 4.05 951 
W. Inge, playwright 6/10/1973 100 13.60 1,005 

*The bracketed suicides occur within 1 week of each other and are treated as one story. 
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perimental period by comparing this 
number (117) with the number of deaths 
occurring in control periods in other 
years. These control periods are 
matched with the experimental period in 
several ways: (i) month of the year (in 
this example, November); (ii) day of the 
week (in this example, 1-week control 
periods that fall at the end of November 
and begin on a Tuesday); (iii) presence or 
absence of holiday weekends (if the ex- 
perimental period contains a holiday 
weekend, the control periods do also). 
For the period under analysis, 1966 
through 1973, four control periods con- 
tain no publicized suicides and can be 
matched with the experimental period in 
the ways described. The number of mo- 
tor vehicle fatalities in each of these four 
control periods was calculated, and a re- 
gression line was fitted to these data. 
From this regression line, one would ex- 
pect 98.88 motor vehicle fatalities in the 
experimental period, 24 to 30 November 
1970, under the null hypothesis that pub- 
licized suicides have no effect on motor 
vehicle fatalities. There was a rise in mo- 
tor vehicle deaths in the week after 
Mishima killed himself, because the ob- 
served number of fatalities in this period 
(117) is greater than the number ex- 
pected (98.88) (P < .05; one-tailed t- 
test). 

This procedure was used to estimate 
the effect of all front-page suicide stories 
in California for which suitable control 
periods were available (Table 1) (5). On 
the average, the number of motor vehicle 
fatalities increased by 9.12 percent (6) in 
the week after each story (P = .011, 
one-tailed t-test) (7). 

If the rise in motor vehicle fatalities is 
caused by publicized suicide stories, 
then the rise should occur only after each 
story appears. Figure 1 indicates the dai- 
ly fluctuation of motor vehicle fatalities 
for a 2-week period, beginning 2 days be- 
fore the publicized suicide and ending 11 
days afterward. It is evident that motor 
vehicle fatalities do not rise immediately 
before the suicide and do rise steeply just 
afterward. 

If motor vehicle fatalities rise because 
of suicides publicized by the newspa- 
pers, two additional predictions should 
hold true. (i) An index of the newspaper 
publicity devoted to a story should cor- 
relate positively with the rise in motor 
vehicle fatalities after that story. (ii) The 
more accurate this index of publicity, the 
more highly it should correlate with the 
rise in motor vehicle fatalities. 

A much-publicized story is one cov- 
ered by many newspapers with a large 
combined circulation; and a little-publi- 
cized story is covered by few newspa- 
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pers with a small combined circulation. 
Ideally, one should examine all 150 or so 
California daily newspapers to deter- 
mine the total circulation devoted to a 
particular story. In practice, the most one 
can easily achieve is an examination of 
the five largest papers which accounted 
for 41 percent (3) of the total 1970 daily 
newspaper circulation in California. 

The publicity devoted to a story by 
these five newspapers (Table 1, column 
5) can be used as an index of the total 
amount of publicity devoted by all news- 
papers. For any given story, the value of 
this index was calculated from 

5 
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where xi is the circulation of newspaper 
i, and y, is the number of days that news- 
paper carried the story on page 1. This 
five-newspaper publicity index corre- 
lates positively (r = .59, P < .005) with 
the change in motor vehicle fatalities af- 
ter each story (Table 1, column 4). On 
the average, fatalities increased by 18.84 
percent after stories receiving more than 
the median amount of publicity and de- 
creased by a statistically insignificant 
amount, 0.60 percent, after stories re- 
ceiving less than the median amount of 
circulation. 

In Table 1, a five-newspaper circula- 
tion index was used. In general, the more 
newspapers included in a circulation in- 
dex, the more highly it should correlate 
with the rise in motor vehicle fatalities 
after publicized suicide stories. In all, 
five indexes have been constructed. 
These range from index I (constructed 
from circulation data for the single 
largest California newspaper) to index 5 
(constructed from circulation data for 
the five largest California newspapers). 
Each index is correlated with the fluctua- 
tion of motor vehicle fatalities as fol- 
lows: index 1, r = .196; index 2, 
r = .300; index 3, r = .478; index 4, 
r = .576; and index 5, r = .594. As pre- 
dicted, the more newspapers included in 
the index of publicity, the higher the 
correlation with motor vehicle fatalities. 
These five indexes would be ranked in 
the predicted order by chance .0083 
(1/120) of the time. 

The data are consistent with the hy- 
pothesis that publicized suicide stories 
help to stimulate a brief increase in mo- 
tor vehicle fatalities. The results cannot 
be ascribed to the effect of weekday or 
monthly fluctuations in motor vehicle fa- 
talities, to holiday weekends, or to 
yearly linear trends, because these ef- 
fects were corrected for in the selection 
and treatment of the control periods with 
which the experimental periods are com- 
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Fig. 1. Daily fluctuation in motor vehicle acci- 
dent fatalities for a 2-week period before, dur- 
ing (day 0), and after publicized suicides. 

pared. Furthermore, because the results 
are statistically significant, they cannot 
plausibly be ascribed to chance fluctua- 
tions in the data. 

The hypothesis that a prior change in 
social conditions caused both the publi- 
cized suicide and the subsequent rise in 
motor vehicle fatalities is implausible for 
two reasons. (i) If such conditions create 
both a wave of motor vehicle fatalities 
and the front-page suicide, the suicide 
would be expected to occur during the 
wave of fatalities rather than before it. 
(ii) The prior-conditions explanation im- 
plies that that there is no link between 
the characteristics of front-page news 
stories and the increase in motor vehicle 
fatalities. If no such link exists, it is diffi- 
cult to explain the observed association 
between the publicity given to a suicide 
and the rise in fatality levels thereafter. 
Additional, minor alternative explana- 
tions have been examined elsewhere (8). 

The best available explanation for the 
rise is that it is caused by suicide stories, 
but the precise nature of the effect can 
only be inferred. The social and psycho- 
logical mechanisms that appear to be op- 
erating are (i) the publicized suicide sto- 
ry stimulates (9) a wave of imitative sui- 
cides, and (ii) some of these imitative 
suicides are disguised and recorded as 
motor vehicle accidents. 

I showed earlier (2) that suicide levels 
rise after publicized suicide stories. I 
have now shown that automobile acci- 
dent fatalities also rise after publicized 
suicide stories. 

DAVID P. PHILLIPS 

Department of Sociology, University of 
California at San Diego, La Jolla 92093 
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