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ABSTRACT 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been at the center of the lives of many 
of us for at least a couple of years, during which periods of isolation 
and lockdowns were common. How all that afected our mental 
well-being, especially the ones’ who were already in distress? To 
investigate the matter we analyse the online discussions on Sanc-
tioned Suicide, a forum where users discuss suicide-related topics 
freely. We collected discussions starting from March 2018 (before 
pandemic) up to July 2022, for a total of 53K threads with 700K 
comments and 16K users. We investigate the impact of COVID-19 
on the discussions in the forum. The data show that covid, while 
being present in the discussions, especially during the frst lock-
down, has not been the main reason why new users registered to 
the forum. However, covid appears to be indirectly connected to 
other causes of distress for the users, i.e. anxiety for the economy. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
• Information systems → Social networks. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is the pandemic that hit 
the worldwide population starting from 2019. The pandemic was 
tremendous, with 39M cases and 1.1M deaths registered up to Octo-
ber 2020 [5], and many lockdown restrictions all over the word [17]. 
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Thanks to the wide adoption of social media, the world population 
started discussing the pandemic online. Many researchers thus in-
vestigated the impact of covid on online discussions, resulting in 
several studies, including on the rise of Sinophobia [16] and the 
spread of misinformation [2, 9, 10, 12, 14]. 

This work focuses on the efects of the pandemic on the users 
of Sanctioned Suicide [15] – a pro-choice forum, which arguably 
showed distress before the pandemic. Specifcally, we monitored 
suicide discussions on the forum from March 2018 to July 2022, for 
a total of 53K threads and 16K users involved. Our investigation 
attempts to determine whether covid becomes a predominant topic 
of discussion, and in what contexts covid shows up. We summarize 
our contribution as follows: 

• Collection of a dataset containing Sanctioned Suicide dis-
cussions from March 2018 to July 2022, for a total of 53K 
threads. 

• A set of analyses aiming at fnding the role of the pandemic 
on the discussions in the Sanctioned Suicide forum. 

2 DATASET 
Sanctioned Suicide is a pro-choice site focused on the topic of sui-
cide [15]. Users frequent the site to fnd information about methods, 
vent about their situation or ask for support from people that can 
understand them. The website is divided into three main forums: 
Recovery, Suicide Discussion and Oftopic. In Recovery discussions 
are focused on the ofer or request for support from users on the 
road to recovery. On the contrary, Suicide Discussion is where users 
gather to collect information on procedures, substances, how to 
acquire them, etc. Lastly, Oftopic hosts discussions about hobbies 
and other more general themes. Suicide Discussion is by far the 
most popular with, at the time of writing, more than 69� threads, 
followed by Oftopic with 17.8� threads) and Recovery with 4.6� 
threads. Taking into consideration users’ activity, we decided to 
focus only on the forum Suicide Discussion. Moreover, since we are 
interested in the impact of COVID-19, to ensure comparison before 
and during the pandemic, we cover a period from March 2018 to 
July 2022. Our investigation examines a subset of 53K threads with 
700K comments and data about 16K users. Given the sensitive na-
ture of the subject, we do not consider users’ personal information 
but only statistics such as the date of registration and the number 
of total comments made. Using various sources [17, 18], we identify 
6 periods of interest: 
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PP Pre-Pandemic, from 01/10/2019 to 31/12/2019, is the period 
before the frst reported cases in China. 

PL1 Pre-Lockdown1, is the time frame from 01/01/2020 (an-
nouncement of frst cases) to 11/03/2020. 

L1 Lockdown1, the period where most lockdowns happened 
in Europe and USA, from 12/03/2020 to 15/06/2020. 

PE1 Peace1, from 16/06/2020 to 19/10/2020, period between 
the two lockdowns. 

L2 Lockdown2, the time frame where most of the lockdowns 
happened in Europe, from 20/10/2020 to 06/01/2021. 

PE2 Peace2, is the period after the second lockdown, from 
07/01/2021 to 31/03/2021. 

Before proceeding with the analysis, we wanted to gain insight 
into the site and its users’ activity levels across the months. 

In Figure 1, we compare the monthly trends of registered users 
(Users), amount of threads created (Threads created) and total com-
ments made (Total comments). Notice the joint peak among all 
trends in PL1, prior to the frst lockdown. The three curves follow 
a very similar trend before the peak and diverge afterwards. 
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Figure 1: Forum statistics over time: number of comments, 
threads and registered users. 

To better understand how users engage with the site, we compute 
the lifespan of threads (defned as the number of weeks between 
its creation and the last comment) and users’ activity in the forum 
within a year (defned as the number of weeks from the registration 
to the last comment). In Figure 2 we report the density of both 
quantities. It is immediate to see that most users are active only in 
the frst few weeks after their registration and that most threads 
have a relatively short lifespan. 
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Figure 2: Threads’ lifespan and users’ activity span. 

3 ANALYSIS 
In this work we aim to answer the following research questions: 
(RQ1) is COVID-19 mentioned in Sanctioned Suicide discussions? 
(RQ2) did users join the forum during COVID-19 to discuss about 
it? (RQ3) what are the topics of the COVID-19-related discussions? 
(RQ4) what is the language used in Covid-related threads? 

3.1 RQ1 - Is COVID-19 mentioned in Sanctioned 
Suicide discussions? 

Methodology. We searched for threads containing the keywords 
covid, pandemic, and lockdown, as well as common (most fre-
quent) words in the forum, such as suicide related ones (ctb,1 

suicide), loneliness discussions (i.e., alone, loneliness, lonely). 
Figure 3 reports the total number of threads per month and com-
pares the number of threads in which the keywords above appear, 
as well as combinations of them, such as Suicide/Pandemic and 
Loneliness/Pandemic. 
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Figure 3: Number of threads in which suicide, loneliness, 
pandemic related keywords (and their combinations) appear. 

Outcome. Covid-related discussions are present in the forum, 
they reach non-negligible numbers starting from the frst lockdown 
L1, in which on average 13% of the discussions mentioned it, with 
a peak of 18% on April 2020, despite a general decrease in the 
number of threads around that month. While threads mentioning 
the pandemic occur also later in 2022, their trend is decreasing, 
for instance in May 2022 only 5% of the threads mention covid. 
Notice that the curve reporting the number of threads in which 
both the keywords pandemic and suicide appear is very similar 
to the one related to pandemic keywords, suggesting that covid 
had been mentioned mostly when talking about suicide, and not 
loneliness, for example. 

3.2 RQ2 - Did users join the forum during 
COVID-19 to discuss about it? 

Methodology. For this analysis, we trained BERTopic [4] on our 
corpus to learn the topics occurring in the forum. The model iden-
tifed 89 topics, that we manually grouped based on their meaning 
into seven broader categories: hobbies, covid, mental health, social 
interactions, social and health (S&H) problems, suicide, and meth-
ods. After assigning one topic to each thread, in order to determine 

1Catching-the-bus (ctb) means jumping in front of a moving bus, thus it is an eu-
phemism for suicide. 
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whether users joined the forum specifcally to talk about covid, 
we checked the topic of the thread they wrote their frst post, if 
it happened within one week from their registration in the forum. 
The stacked plot in Figure 4 shows, for each month, how many 
users posted frst in a thread talking about a specifc topic. 

03/18 08/18 01/19 06/19 11/19 04/20 09/20 02/21 07/21 12/21 05/22
Month

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

Oc
cu

re
nc

es

PPPL1L1 PE1 L2PE2
Hobbies
Covid
Social interactions
Mental health
S&H problems
Suicide
Methods

Figure 4: For each topic, number of users, for each month, 
whose frst post is in a thread about it. 

Outcome. Not surprisingly the users frst interaction with Sanc-
tioned Suicide relates to methods and suicide. The peaks of so-
cial interaction-related discussions are cyclical, mostly during the 
Christmas period. Interestingly, quite a few users frst posted in 
threads openly discussing about mental health, social and health 
problems, suggesting that Sanctioned Suicide is also perceived as 
a place in which personal issues can be discussed. Regarding the 
pandemic, even at the highest peak, i.e. on March 2020, only 6% of 
the users frst posted about covid, suggesting that covid was not 
the main reason bringing users to the forum. 

3.3 RQ3 - What other topics are discussed in 
COVID-19-related threads? 

Methodology. We now aim to explore the interconnections 
among the 7 major topics we identifed in Sanctioned Suicide dis-
cussions. We begin by describing the procedure used to build the 
correlation matrix among the topics. Be � a zero matrix of size 
|� |× |� |, where � is the set of topics (seven in our case). Be < �� , c� > 
a Sanctioned Suicide thread, where �� denotes the � −�ℎ main thread, 
and c� the list of its comments [�

� 
0 , ..., �� ]. Be BERTopic a function 

� 
B : � → � , that, given a text � , returns its correspondent topic. 
Through B, we assigned a label to each main thread and comments, 
resulting in < B(�� ), B(c� ) >, where B(c� ) = [B(�0), ..., B(�� )].

� � 
For each thread, we update � : 

� [ �, B(�� )] = � [B(�� ), �] + 1∀� ∈ S(B(c� )), (1) 
where S(B(c� )) represent the set of unique values from the given 
list. Finally, we standardize � by dividing each column (represent-
ing a thread topic) by the total amount of occurrences. Figure 5 
shows the resulting � . 

Outcome. The frst evident fnding – as expected – is that topics 
defned in the main thread text occurs also in the discussions. Indeed, 
the diagonal shows a correlation always greater than 0.90. The 
distribution of the comments not referring to the main topic of the 
thread tend to have one or two peaks, mainly around methods and 
secondarily around suicide, the only exception being the threads 
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Figure 5: Correlation between the topic of a thread and of 
its comments. The topics are covid (CV), hobbies (HB), men-
tal health (MH), methods (MT), social and health problems 
(SHB), social interaction (SI), and suicide (SU). 

about covid that appear to have comments from almost every other 
topic. Such result suggests that covid-related threads often arise in 
the search of methods to commit a suicide. 

3.4 RQ4 - What is the language used in 
Covid-related threads? 

Methodology. We conclude our analyses by inspecting the use of 
language related to words like pandemic, covid, and lockdown. We 
built our graph inspired by a similar analysis presented by Tahmasbi 
et al. [16] that shows sinophobic behavior of social network users 
during the pandemic. The procedure follows that proposed by Zan-
nettou et al. [19]. In particular, we train a word2vec model [7] over 
the threads posted after the frst case of COVID-19 (starting from 
PL1). The corpus is preprocessed, frst by removing stopwords (e.g., 
and, the, etc.), and then by stemming the remaining words with the 
PorterStemmer2. We limit our vocabulary to the top 50,000 words 
occurring in our corpus. Finally, we create a two-hop graph starting 
from pandemic, covid, and lockdown by defning an edge between 
two words if the cosine similarity their embeddings is greater or 
equal than a certain threshold, 0.6 in our case. Figure 6 shows the 
resulting two hop graph, in which the size of the glyphs depends 
on their frequency in the corpus. The graph further presents clus-
ters computed with the Louvain algorithm [3]. Edges thickness 
is proportional to the similarity among the (embeddings of the) 
corresponding words. 

Outcome. The pandemic cluster (in orange) contains the three 
original words (i.e., pandemic, lockdown, and covid), that are 
highly connected with words like coronavirus, quarantine, virus. 
Interestingly, it presents also words like recession (one hop) from 
covid, Wuhan (two hop, through coronavirus), or more general 
virus infections like swine and ebola. Furthermore, COVID-19 coun-
termeasure topics such as antivaxx, vaccin, and moderna are present. 

The green community appears at one-hop between vax and 
covid. From vax, related words belong to pathologies (e.g., hiv, 
lyme, autoimmune), demonstrating that Sanction Suicide users dis-
cuss about personal diseases. On the contrary, the third commu-
nity (in purple) contains words related to society discussions. The 

2https://radimrehurek.com/gensim/parsing/porter.html 
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Figure 6: Visualization of a two-hop graph for the words pandemic, lockdown, and covid on Sanctioned Suicide. 

words pandemic and economy (one hop connection) appear to be
used in similar contexts. We fnd interesting themes discussed in 
the forum such as overpopulation, climate, pension, fnance, and
bankrupt. Contextualizing these fndings with the forum’s theme
(suicide-related discussions), it appears that sociopolitical topics are
important concerns. We report in Table 1 examples of comments 
containing keywords identifed by the two-hop graph. 

Table 1: Example of discussions that combines COVID and 
economic concerns. The colors are consistent with Figure 6. 

Covidnineteen extreme anxiety. I am not afraid of the virus but i am scared of 
the economic impact of covidnineteen . Everyday i cant stop worrying about 
the economic fall out. I am scared [...] i am struggling to fnd a job. I cant stop 
worrying. 

CTB due to lockdown . Italy is mormouring about a second lockdown . [...] We 
have had eightk cases, eighty-three deaths [...] and fve hundred and sixty-three 
in ICU. There are already plenty of people who are killing themselves over this 
hypotesis. Plus, Italy’s economics was already tremendous, a second lockdown 
will bring us to be bought by China. 

4 RELATED WORK 
Both suicide and COVID-19 are not new to the world of literature; 
several studies have been proposed on the subjects. 

Web for fragile populations. Literature investigated suicide
ideation in many ways. Most works focus on assessing suicide 

risk in online users through text [8, 13]. Ji et al. [6] proposed a new 
method to detect suicidal ideation using an attention-based model 
in conjunction with latent topics and sentiment scores in posts. 
However, some studies tackle the topic from a diferent perspective. 
For example, Agarwal [1] presents a method to detect behaviors that 
indicate suicidal intention based on real-time CCTV feed. The topic 
of empathy in mental health support platforms is also present, with 
Sharma et al. [11] proposing a model that improves the empathy of 
messages. 

COVID-19. Many works investigated the impact of COVID-19 in
online platform conversations. For instance, Tahmasbi [16] showed 
that social networks like Twitter got an increased phenomenon of 
Sinophobic posts after the pandemic. Another popular branch of 
works studies the spread of misinformation [9, 10, 12, 14]. Shang 
et al. [10] presented an interpretable multimodal classifer to spot 
COVID-related fake-news, and explain the reasons behind such 
predictions. Similarly, many works explore how covid-related mis-
information propagated [9, 14]. 

5 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 
In this paper we investigated the efects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the users of Sanctioned Suicide, a forum for discussing suicide 
related topics. Covid has been present in the discussions in the 
forum, especially during the frst lockdown, although it was not 
the reason why new users registered to the forum. However, covid 
appears to be connected to economical and other reasons that are 
major concerns for the users in the forum. 

As future work, it would be interesting to be able to infer the 
location of the users in order to specialise our analysis to specifc 
geographical areas. 

Envy those that died suddenly because of vaccination . [...] This is almost like 
the best way to die. Is there a method or anything that make you more susceptible 

to death by vaccination ? [...] 

I’m not getting the vaccine despite being immunocompromised . Solely because 

I want to get the virus and die. Experts say my countr y-   India- is going to have a 
brutal third wave, and as horrible as that will to be to so many others, I’m excited. 
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