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This is a touching and important story. It tells of 
the path pursued by the father following his son’s 
suicide. The role of the Internet in this tragic event 
is described in detail. This is timely since we are 
only now coming to realize just how important the 
Internet can be in facilitating suicide and how little 
research has been done in this area. Indeed mental 
health professionals are increasingly cognizant of 
the role of the Internet in the life of the modern 
teenager (1, 2) and the need to study this phenom-
enon to the fullest.

The theme of the article is captured by its title “The 
Dark Side of Chats – Internet without boundaries.” 
Eran’s father warns us of the specter of an ever-ex-
panding death culture thriving in the shady corners 
of the virtual world allowing a subculture of death 
to thrive. While he does not see the Internet as in-
spiring people to commit suicide, he does see it as 
a catalyzing factor pushing at-risk youngsters over 
the edge. Eran, the boy presented in the case study, 
was already depressed, perhaps suicidal, before 
surfing the dark corners of the Internet. This was 
not coincidental but rather done as a purposeful 
action designed to find a solution for his troubles. 
The unbearable feelings that drew him to his death 
appear to be related to his army service although 
the suicidal act was committed a few days after he 
downloaded specific instructions on how to kill 
oneself on the Internet. This followed an online 
debate around this issue. This is a rare and fascinat-
ing documentation of what suicidologists term the 

“suicidal process”(3).

There is now a growing body of reports of suicide 
pacts signed and sealed on the net (e.g., 4), together 
with case reports depicting patients who seek ef-
fective methods for killing themselves (e.g., 5) with 
online pharmacies to supply them lethal non-pre-
scribed medications (6). One of the repeated ques-
tions at the alt.suicide.holiday Internet newsgroup 
(ASH), the very one Eran surfed in, is whether the 
recommended cocktail can be purchased online. 
Baume et al. (7) followed the postings of three indi-
viduals on the message board of ASH; two of them 
took their own lives and the third admitted to the 
group that his suicide attempt had failed. Fourteen 
members of this group are said to have committed 
suicide (8). As of today, the newsgroup is hosted at 
Google groups, which demand an “older than 18” 
statement before entrance. Despite this, the file of 
methods is spread elsewhere on the web.

A content analysis of other sites dedicated to 
deliberate self harm found those sites to be pur-
portedly socially supportive, but also as legitimiz-
ing these acts (9). Presumably the transformation 
of this online subgroup from a group of loners to 
cyber colleagues (10) is a never-before opportunity 
coming to life, bringing along with it both advan-
tages and disadvantages.

Most participants state they visit a forum that 
discusses suicide because they want to meet people 
with similar problems, a somewhat lesser motiva-
tion is to share one’s problems, and the least of all 
is to find a partner with whom to commit suicide. 
Participants were also asked to assess the extent of 
their suicidal thoughts for the time directly before 
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their first forum visit and at the time of the survey. 
Interestingly it has been suggested that Internet 
forums actually reduce ideation, though one can-
not conclude it is the direct result of participating 
in the suicide forum. Perhaps finding an echo to 
one’s troubling feelings actualizes the pain in words 
instead of action. Yet, when the users were asked 
directly to assess the effect that participating in the 
forum had on changing their thoughts of suicide, 
the vast majority responded that they did not at-
tribute the changes to the forum (11).

At the same time it has recently been shown that 
harmful information on suicide methods is easily 
accessible on the net (12), though some criticism 
can be made as to the methodology of the research. 
It is not clear why the researchers chose terms like 

“suicide methods” instead of simply writing “suicide” 
which might have brought broader results that 
could have included anti-suicide websites (13). In 
addition it is unclear whether teens actually use the 
search terms suggested by the researchers, which 
were based on common logic and only two patient 
reports. Nonetheless this is a promising trend 
showing the path for more empirical research. Oth-
ers found pro-suicide resources on the net to be 
less frequent than anti-suicide or neutral suicide 
resources (8). Again, a careful examination should 
be made as to how frequency is examined for on 
the net.

Intuitively there is some basis to support the 
author’s hypothesis that the Internet has the po-
tential for producing tragic effects. However, until 
systematic hypothesis-driven programmatic re-
search involving prospective long-term follow-ups 
has been done, final judgement must be withheld. 
Case reports and cross-sectional correlations can 
be misleading.

The harmful aspects of being exposed to spe-
cific media content are well documented in the 
suicidology literature where it has been termed 
the “Werther effect,” after Goethe’s (14) famous 
heartbroken young hero who decided to end his 
life by suicide, inspiring a wave of suicides of young 
men in Europe. Additionally, media reports of non-
fictional suicide or deliberate self harm were shown 
to encourage suicidal behavior in vulnerable teen-
agers shortly after the reported incident. Fictional 

dramatizations are also associated with an increase 
in suicidal behavior, although the evidence is more 
equivocal (15). Beyond that, ample evidence from 
the literature has shown a “dose-response effect,” 
that is, an association between the amount and du-
ration of media coverage on suicide and suicidal 
behavior (16), including suicidal ideation, gestures, 
attempts and complete suicides. Perhaps one of the 
consoling findings is that the “copycat effect” gen-
erates fewer serious suicide attempts than lethal 
completions (17).

Whether there is a “Werther effect” online is a 
question remaining to be answered. Professionals 
have issued many guidelines for use by the media 
(18). The dilemma of adapting these guidelines for 
Internet use is fraught with difficulty.

Eran’s father traces another pitfall that might 
be dangerous for vulnerable teens; cyber-bullying, 
being harassed online such as the case he mentions 
of D. from Netanya who was abused on the net and 
outside of it and ended up taking his own life a few 
days after he turned 17. Additional cases have been 
published in the past few years, both from the U.S. 
and Europe. Megan Meier, from St. Louis, Missouri, 
a depressed 13-year-old girl, committed suicide after 
a “boy,” whom she thought of as a friend, started cy-
ber-bullying her a month after their online acquain-
tance in MySpace, a popular social network. His last 
words to her were “the world would be a better place 
without you.” A short time later she hanged herself 
in her bedroom closet. Subsequently, her parents 
discovered that the boy never even existed. Instead, a 
neighbor, her 18-year-old employee and 13-year-old 
daughter had helped create the hoax (19).

It appears that victims of bullying tend to be-
come cyber-bullies as well and worryingly enough 
the majority do not report these incidents to adults 
(20). Given that as much as a quarter of youngsters 
are being bullied online (21) this should raise the 
attention of scholars and practitioners alike.

Cyber-bullying seems to be a rather anonymous 
phenomenon (20). Anonymity might boost what 
Suler (22) termed the online disinhibiting effect, 
as tragically demonstrated by the case of Brandon 
Vedas, AKA “Ripper,” from Phoenix, Arizona, who 
died in 2003 of a massive overdose of prescription 
drugs while onlookers cheered him on in an IRC 

IJP 3 English 19 draft 17 balanced.indd   168 9/2/2009   7:37:51 AM



169Meytal Grimland and Alan Apter 

chat room. The horrifying description, of what one 
may term cyber-suicide, is described in vivid detail 
on the website dedicated to him by his brother (23). 
The resemblance to the present case of Eran cannot 
be ignored.

Eran’s father mentions in his paper the broad 
advantages of the Internet, but fails to mention 
that even suicidal teenagers can gain from surfing 
the net. The young man in the report says that 
dealing with the material on the Internet may 
actually be beneficial although in this example it 
does not seem to have been the case. We suggest 
that the Internet may play the role of a container 
for people’s projections of death wishes, the hole 
into which they scream their unwanted feelings. 
One such example is the work at the volunteer-
based Israeli Association for Emotional First Aid 
(ERAN). Gilat and Shahar (24) found threats of 
suicide were much more frequent among par-
ticipants in a support group than in the telephone 
and personal chats, suggesting perhaps that when 
there is no one at the other end but a virtual space, 
all raw and painful feelings and thoughts can be 
expressed. An Israeli website, SAHAR, an anony-
mous, confidential online website that aims to 
reach out to people in distress, at least a third of 
whom are clearly suicidal, was involved in-vivo 
with the stopping of many events of people threat-
ening to kill themselves (25). In other words, the 
Internet is not only presumably pushing people 
to the edge but can also help save their lives. Ap-
proximately 10% of the boys and girls in Gould et 
al.’s (26) sample accessed the Internet to seek help 
for their suicidal thoughts, implying that these 
troubled youth may see the Internet as a thera-
peutic source.

One cannot ignore the atmosphere created on 
the net that permits suicide as a solution. Nonethe-
less, conclusions based on sporadic anecdotal re-
ports can be misleading and one should be careful 
when drawing general conclusions regarding the 
evil influence of the Internet. Whether or not Eran’s 
father is correct in assuming that many youth sui-
cides are facilitated by “suicidal surfing” remains 
to be seen. We need to know just how much the 
suicidal surfing is part of the young person’s daily 
life and, if so, who are the more vulnerable teens.

Eran’s father attempts to give an answer in his 
paper. He pictures the Internet as a sanctuary for 
social outcasts. He states that it is too early to scien-
tifically research the Internet’s use, but in fact some 
work has already been done. Several studies have 
shown that shy, introverted people use the Internet 
more (27, 28). Others have shown that shyness was 
associated with Internet addiction (29). Internet 
addiction (a problematic term, yet to be agreed 
upon among researchers) was found to be related 
to depressive symptoms (30), along with lower self-
esteem and lower life satisfaction (31).

Eran seems to fit the profile. He is described as 
clinically depressed, avoiding social interaction, 
totally invested in the Internet that “kept him com-
pany.” Indeed the Internet appears to offer virtual 
relationships for many such young people (27).

Is the Internet without boundaries, as Eran’s 
father argues? One of the fundamental issues dis-
cussed today is whether the Internet follows the 
norms of the “old world,” is it an extension of the 
surrounding reality or are we witnessing the fron-
tier of a new era with new rules and new boundar-
ies, or perhaps no borders at all? We can picture 
the Internet as a high school prom, where most of 
the students (users) dance under the supervision of 
their teachers (social agents) with very few individ-
uals engaging in devious behaviors somewhere in 
the back (pro-suicide). Most of the Internet’s traffic 
in Israel, for instance, is in Portals (32), websites 
which seem to obey the norms accepted in society. 
As for the periphery, it looks like there is at least 
some awareness by the authorities that we should 
be watching the activity taking place there, such as 
the Israel Police site (33) which gives guidelines to 
teenagers, parents and teachers on how to safely 
surf the Internet, though one may wonder who 
reads these warnings, if anyone.

Internet is a technology, a tool in the hands of 
the user. What can be done in order to prevent its 
detrimental effects? There has been some legislation 
effort made in the past few years, with Australia 
taking the lead by outlawing pro-suicide websites, 
though the outcome of such actions has yet to be 
determined. Similar efforts are being discussed in 
England, Japan and Korea (34).
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Censoring harmful resources online contra-
dicts freedom of speech. More than that, blocking 
access to sites where the word suicide appears 
would restrict the surfing to supportive sites as 
well. Practically speaking, it seems impossible to 
regulate online content world wide. The Internet’s 
international nature complicates matters: “If sites 
based abroad commit an offence, there remain dif-
ficulties in terms of enforcement” (35).

What else can be done? One possible preventa-
tive act is using filtering and monitoring software, 
which unfortunately again suffers from shortcom-
ings such as the feeling of youngsters that their 
privacy is being invaded, the fact they can surf 
from their mobiles today, their friend’s house or an 
Internet café. Furthermore, many parents consider 
themselves poorly informed about technology. 
Only half of the parents in a survey in Britain stated 
they were using filtering and monitoring software 
(34). We highly agree with Eran’s father that more 
web-education needs to be provided, preferably 
funded by the government. Health care profession-
als, educators and parents should take the lead in 
developing these programs.

Apart from punitive preventative measures, 
other acts such as optimizing, i.e., assuring the pro-
help sites will be hit first by the search engine are 
advisable, as most people do not look further than 
the first three results of the first page (36).

The overriding conclusion is the present need 
to listen to our patients, as it seems they are telling 
us they do not see the Internet as vast darkness 
that one gets caught in with its demonic powers 
but rather a place in which they find comfort and 
support (37), and as such we should be where our 
patients are, on the net, only this time with our 
professional tool bar at hand.
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Author Response

The authors of the commentary are correct in their 
assessment that we are only now beginning to 
realize how much the Internet can encourage and 
facilitate suicides. The existence of Internet sources 
that provide much needed assistance and support 
to young people with suicidal thoughts should 
not be allowed to blur the increasing problematic 
character of a virtual expanse with no barriers or 
boundaries.

The fact that some of the web portals obey 
norms accepted in society, as the authors of the 
commentary point out, does not make up for the 
fact that the global virtual expanse does not nor-
mally follow rules or regulations, and everyone 

can behave as he or she sees fit. Even today, over 
a decade since Eran’s death, hundreds of violent 
websites are still out there and pose a real threat to 
teenagers, and especially children.

Unfortunately, to make matters worse, legisla-
tures are too slow in imposing non-violent behav-
ior on the virtual world and educators do not fully 
understand the impact of the Internet on children. 
Parents, as mentioned also by the authors of the 
commentary, are not ready to deal with their chil-
dren when it comes to setting surfing rules at home 
and the types of contents they are exposed to on 
the net.

The large amount of time spent by teenagers 
online does not only lead to difficult phenomena 
such as Internet addiction, as the authors of the 
commentary point out. The Internet has become, 
among other things, a refuge for outcasts who 
in it seek remedies for what ails them. And thus, 
through lack of tools for evaluating and discrimi-
nating between destructive content and worthy 
content, and through lack of sufficient parental 
involvement, these depressed youngsters with low 
self esteem fall victims to irresponsible content 
in chat rooms which often leads them to suicidal 
behavior.

You cannot help but agree with the conclusion 
drawn by the authors of the commentary accord-
ing to which we must not see the Internet as a 
dark demonic expanse, but rather a place where 
individuals can find comfort and support. How-
ever, we must not be deceived by the wonders and 
charms of the Internet. In this expanse we can find 
increased activities of pedophiles, conscienceless 
individuals, and terrorist organizations and hate 
groups which threaten to bring down the wonder-
ful interactive texture which was formed so mirac-
ulously online and hurt the souls and even physical 
well being of youngsters. The memory of my son 
Eran must serve as a warning sign regarding the 
negative implications of the Internet to all of us but 
especially to professionals. We must all act, both 
on an individual and communal level, towards a 
non-threatening Internet, where interaction is risk 
free and based on respect to basic human rights.

Dr. Avshalom Aderet
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