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Self-Poisoning and Suicide Attempts by Burning

Sir: The use of the term suicide ‘epidemic’ is fashion-
able. Both Farmer (Journal, May 1987, 150, 609—
614) and Zemishlany e al (Journal, May 1987, 150,
704-706) use the term, in the former article to
describe incidence trends in the general population,
and in the latter to focus on the timing of three suicide
attempts in a psychiatric hospital.

One should ask whether the ‘epidemic model’ of
suicide is the appropriate concept for the phenomena
being described. Strictly speaking, such a model
would require the criteria of an epidemic, such as the
identification of a ‘host’, a ‘vector’, and a ‘mode of
transmission’ of a ‘noxious agent’, to be fulfilled.

Currently, there appears to be a resurgence of
research interest in the ‘Werther effect’, referring
to the phenomenon where newspaper publicity of
suicides is apparently associated with an increase in
suicide rates (Phillips, 1974). Phillips coined this term
200 years after Goethe’s romantic novel The Sorrows
of the Young Werther was banned in a number of
centres in Europe for allegedly providing a model for
imitative suicides. Some caution needs to be exer-
cised in the labelling of increased suicide rates or of
suicide clusters as “‘epidemics”. Implied in the desig-
nation of a suicide “epidemic” based on imitation are
preventative measures (such as the literary censorship
that befell Goethe’s novel), one being the suggestion
that “‘educators, policy makers, and journalists may
wish to consider ways of reducing public exposure to
stories, both general and specific, about suicide
(Phillips & Carstensen, 1986). While this recommen-
dation may have superficial appeal, and may eventu-
ally be based on experimental evidence, the imitative
propagation hypothesis to explain national suicide
rate increases still awaits replicable proof.

Turning to suicide clusters, suggestible individ-
uals, whether ‘normal’ young people or vulnerable
adults in institutional settings such as hospitals or
prisons, are more likely to be influenced by the basic
psychological process of identification than by
suggestion or imitation (Halasz, 1987) and the rec-
ommendation of “*group sessions after a suicidal case
in order to neutralise the identification with the act
by suggestible patients” (Zemishlany et al) seems a
clinical imperative.

However, this is a clinical recommendation, not in
need of an epidemic model of explanation. Rather,
it underlines the need for clinicians to recognise
individual vulnerability in normal developmental
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phases, as occurs in childhood and adolescence, as
well as in stress-induced regressed adult states
brought about by illness, or dramatic changes in
personal degrees of freedom.

GEORGE HALASZ
Austin Hospital
Heidelberg
Victoria 3084
Australia
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No Fixed Abode

SIR: We read with interest the recent report by
Herzberg (Journal, May 1987, 150, 621-627). We
compared four groups of patients: urban fixed
abode, urban ‘no fixed abode’ (NFA), and rural and
semi-rural consecutive male psychiatric admissions,
with 50 patients in each cell (O’Shea et al, 1983). This
study also used retrospective case-note information.

Poor employment records and early parental sep-
aration were common in the NFA group; rural men
generally live with others, the homeless tend to be
single (NFA: married, 3; single, 40; separated, 6;
divorced, 1; widowed, 0); age did not differentiate
any of the groups; all groups shared ‘chronic schizo-
phrenia’ and ‘alcoholism’ as the chief diagnostic
categories; the strong impression was gained that
alcohol-related difficulties were generally underesti-
mated; patientsin the NFA group were more likely to
have legal records; standard diagnostic methods
were hardly ever employed; physical pathology was
common and widespread in all four groups; routine
ancillary tests were not readily available; and most
patients came from the lower socioeconomic levels of
society.

Specifically, the physical findings among the NFA
group were: eight men had chronic obstructive air-
ways disease, mostly with acute exacerbations at the
time of admission; three, one with a past history of
cerebrovascular accident, were hypertensive, and all
of these were on hypotensive drugs; the man with the
stroke had a residual hemiparesis and epilepsy; two
other cases had experienced alcohol-related convul-
sions; a fourth man’s fits were found to be due to an
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