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Taking on the menacing 
BLUE WHALE CHALLENGE 
The deadly online Blue Whale Challenge, which targets and goads teenage 
children to self-harm, mutilation and finally suicide, has created a wave 
of panic among the parents community in India. Given the psychological 
vulnerability of teens, counsellors advise parents to encourage two-way 
communication, monitor children's Internet usage, and quickly address 
signs of teen depression and self-destructive behaviour 

ARUNDATHINATH 

T f 1—^he B l u e W'hale C h a l l e n g e ( B W C ) — a n 

innocuous s o u n d i n g but dead ly onl ine game 

w h i c h targets a n d goads teenage c h i l d r e n to 

self-harm, mu t i l a t i on a n d finally suicide — has 

created a wave o f pan i c a m o n g the parents c o m m u n i t y 

i n Ind ia . O v e r the past six months , at least six cases o f 

teen suicides l i n k e d to B W C have been repor ted f rom 

P a n c h k u l a , M u m b a i , K o l k a t a a n d T h i r u v a n a n t h a p u r a m . 

W o r l d w i d e , a n est imated 130 cases o f teen suicides ha \

been a t t r ibuted to this sinister on l ine game even as its 

designer, Russ i an P h i l i p p B u d e i k i n , was arrested i n M a y . 

M o s t recently o n Sep tember 22 , K a r a n T h a k u r (17), 

a student o f D A V S c h o o l , Sector 8, C h a n d i g a r h , h a n g e d 

h i m s e l f to death after p l a y i n g the game. Pol ice invest iga­

tions revealed that 11 students i n C h a n d i g a r h a n d P a n c h ­

k u l a were pa r t i c ipa t ing i n the challenge. M e d i a reports 

indica te several instances o f teens, w h o h a d reached 

a d v a n c e d stages o f B W C , b e i n g prevented f rom t ak ing 

the final fatal step by alert teachers, parents a n d / o r pol ice . 

B W C involves c o m p l e t i n g a series o f tasks — such as slash­

i n g parts o f y o u r body, w a t c h i n g a h o r r o r movie , k i l l i n g an 

a n i m a l , canpang the oud ine o f a wha le o n one's fo r ea rm. 

etc — assigned to players by adminis t ra tors o\'er a 50-day 

pe r iod , w i t h the final chal lenge d a r i n g players to c o m m i t 

suicide. 

T h e spate o f B ^ V C - l i n k e d teen suicides has p r o m p t e d 

the U n i o n government to issue a directive o n Augus t 11 to 

Internet majors such as G o o g l e , Facebook , W ' h a t s A p p , Ins-

t a g r a m a n d M i c r o s o f t to remove al l l inks to the B lue W h a l e 

C h a l l e n g e f rom their websites. I n September , a j udge o f 

the M a d r a s h i g h cour t b e n c h i n M a d u r a i , a n n o u n c e d 

that he h a d been contac ted by the vice consu l o f Russ ia i n 

south Ind i a offering Russia 's he lp to con t ro l spread o f the 

B l u e W h a l e C h a l l e n g e . T h e cour t was h e a r i n g a suo motu 

p u b l i c interest h t igauon (PIL) in i t ia ted by it after a M a d u -

rai-based college student fell p rey to the game i n Augus t . 

Based o n the reality that b lue whales beach themselves 

o n l a n d as a f o r m o f suicide, the game was created by 

22-year-o ld Russ i an P h i l i p p B u d e i k i , w h o admi t t ed that his 

objective was to goad players in to suicide. H e started o f f i n 

2013 by estabhshing contact w i t h mul t ip l e teenagers on the 

Internet, s tudy ing their men ta l heal th , a n d then select ing 

those he found weak or depressed w h o c o u l d be t o r m e n t e d 

in to k i l l i n g themselves. 
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TEENS PRIME TARGET 

Teenagers are the p r i m e targets o f B W C a n d s imi la r o n ­

l ine games because thev are the most \-ulnerable to menta l 

disturbances. For mi l l i ons o f youth a r o u n d the w o r l d , the 

teen years are a p r o l o n g e d p e r i o d o f e m o t i o n a l t u r m o i l , 

highs a n d lows, a n d years o f intense phys ica l , p sycho log ica l 

a n d emo t iona l upheava l . Unsu rp r i s ing ly , d u r i n g these years 

o f turbulence, teens are susceptible to peer a n d academic 

pressure a n d are often unable to cope w i t h stress, resul t ing 

i n widespread anxie ty a n d depression. N o w w i t h c h i l d r e n 

a n d pa r t i cu la r ly teens, h a \ i n g easy access to the Internet 

a n d dig i ta l devices such as smar tphones a n d tablets — ac­

c o r d i n g to U n i c e f C h i l d O n l i n e Protection i n I n d i a Report 2 0 1 6 , 

134 m i l l i o n ch i ld ren coun t rywide have access to m o b i l e 

phones a n d the Internet -— they have become easy targets 

o f cyber b u l l \ i n g a n d abuse. A 2015 g l o b a l Y o u G u \  survey 

c la ims that one i n five teenagers have been t o r m e n t e d by 

cyber bu l ly ing . 

"Pre-teens a n d teenagers are especial ly vu lne rab le to 

on l ine abuse a n d b u l l y i n g as they are at a stage i n life w h e n 

surg ing h o r m o n e s tr igger numerous psycholog ica l , social , 

cogni t ive a n d emof iona l changes. M a n y teens who don' t 

have suppor t ive h o m e a n d school e m i r o n m e n t s are easily 

goaded in to i n d u l g i n g i n self-destructive behav iour as a 

panacea for o v e r w h e l m i n g emot ions , such as m e l a n c h o l i a , 

anger, self- loathing a n d shame. T h e y often get add ic ted to 

se l f -harm as a c o p i n g m e c h a n i s m a n d are unab le to stop," 

THE BLUE WHALE CHALLENGE BASICS 

• B W C is an on l ine game des igned by 22-ycar -o ld R u s ­

sian P h i l i p p B u d e i k i , w h o has admi t t ed that his objective 

was to in ten t iona l ly man ipu la t e a n d dr ive its players to 

suicide. 

© T h e chal lenge is not mere ly a game, it creates an 

onhne c o m m u n i t y whose member s are r equ i red to c o m ­

plete a set o f tasks. 

• Pressure to comple te the chal lenge is exer ted by a c o n ­

stantly c h a n g i n g g r o u p o f people . 

© O n c e an i n d i v i d u a l signs up for the chal lenge, they are 

asked to accept a ' cook ie ' that becomes e m b e d d e d i n 

the v ic t im 's computer . T h e cookie is des igned to d r a w a l l 

i n f o r m a t i o n o f the computer . U s i n g this i n f o r m a t i o n , the 

cura tor b lackmai l s the \ i c i i m , sav ing that i f a pa r t i cu la r 

task is not comple t ed , their pr ivate photos or i n fo rma t ion 

w i l l be made p u b l i c , or that one o r b o t h their parents w i l l 

be k i l l ed . 

• T h e first tasks are s imple , such as w a k i n g up at 

unear th ly hours o r w a t c h i n g h o r r o r movies. T h e tasks 

become progressively more difficult such as c a r v i n g a 

b lue wha le design o n one's body, a n d sending a pho to as 

p r o o f T h e final chal lenge is to c o m m i t suicide. 

© T h e B l u e W h a l e C h a l l e n g e is also k n o w n as ' W a k e M e 

U p at 2:40 a . m ' , A S i len t H o u s e , ' o r A Sea o f W h a l e s ' . 
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NURTURING 21st CENTURY CHILDREN 

STORY 

The 'app'-posite of 
BLUE W H A L E 
P i n k W h a l e . A n e w init iat ive 

d u b b e d the P i n k W h a l e or B a k i a 

Rosa, whose objective is to dissemi­

nate love a n d happiness, has sp rung 

u p as a response to the deadly B lue 

W h a l e Cha l l enge . B a l e i a R o s a 

or ig ina ted in B r a z i l i n A p r i l a n d 

the game a l ready has more than 

300 ,000 followers o n Facebook 

a n d 45 ,000 on Ins tagram. A s in 

tiie B l u e W h a l e ChaUenge ( B W C ) , 

this B r a z i l i a n game, avai lable o n 

A n d r o i d a n d i O S de\'ices, presents 

50 chal lenges to its players. B u t u n ­

l ike B W C , w h i c h is a l l about se l f -harm a n d suicide, its p i n k 

vers ion attempts to p romote pos i t iv i ty w i t h feel-good tasks 

such as 'wr i te o n someone's skin w i t h a marke r h o w m u c h 

y o u love t h e m ' , 'apologise o r forgive someone ' , ' u n b l o c k a 

f r iend f r o m your social m e d i a accounts ' . 

S m a r t B l u e W h a l e . E lsewhere , a Pakis tan i teen has 

developed an app to take o n the B l u e W h a l e Cha l l enge . 

W a s e e m G u l ' s app takes the premise o f the chal lenge 

a n d turns it o n its head . L i k e the o r ig ina l 

chal lenge, the 18-year-old's game im'olves 

a series o f 50 tasks, but instead o f b e i n g 

dangerous a n d destructive, they are fun, 

goofy, a n d product ive . S o m e o f the game's 

assignments inc lude 'do ten push ups ' , 'eat 

a donu t but don ' t l ick y o u r fingers/lips 

afterwards' a n d "help y o u r parents w i t h 

a househo ld chore ' . Af t e r y o u finish y o u r 

50 th task, y o u get a message that y o u have 

b e c o m e a S m a r t B l u e W h a l e . 

R i s e U p G a m e . A software firm i n 

M a n g a l o r e is w o r k i n g o n deve lop ing the 

Rise U p G a m e , an app w i t h 30 posit ive 

challenges, i n c l u d i n g v i s i t ing a n o rphanage a n d sending a 

v ideo l a u d i n g the I n d i a n army. 

says L o y a A g a r w a l a , G u w a h a -

ti-based adolescence counse l lor 

a n d au tho r o f A School Counsel­

lor's D i a r j ( 2 0 X 3 ) . 

DANGER SIGNS 

D e p r e s s i o n . W o r l d w i d e , teen­

age depression is r ising. A c c o r d ­

i n g to a 2016 study pub l i shed i n 

the j o u r n a l Paediatrics, depression 

i n teens has increased f r o m 8.7 

percent i n 2005 to 11.5 percent 

i n 2014 . A c c o r d i n g to A g a r w a l a , teens w h o have exper i ­

enced at least two weeks o f l o w m o o d character ised by loss 

o f self-esteem, disinterest in everyday activities, d is turbed 

sleep patterns a n d d i f i icu l ty i n concent ra t ing , are the most 

susceptible to depression. 

S e l f - h a r m . A s the 'success' o f the B l u e W h a l e C h a l l e n g e 

i n f i n d i n g ready v ic t ims has proved , teens are most suscep­

tible to self-destructive behaviour . I n fact, se l f -muti la t ion 

— the act o f cu t t ing one's o w n b o d y parts w i t h a r azo r 

o r other sharp objects — is most repor ted i n teenagers. A 

g l o b a l study c o n d u c t e d i n 2016 by the U S - b a s e d Institute 

for H e a l t h M e t r i c s a n d E v a l u a t i o n , a n d pub l i shed i n the 

h igh ly - repu ted U K - b a s e d Lancet, f ound that se l f -harm was 

the major cause o f 60 ,000 deaths annua l ly i n I n d i a i n the 

age g roup o f 15-24 years. T h e study, w h i c h was based 

o n data co l lec ted i n 2013 , also shows that there's been a 

m a r k e d increase i n self-destructive behav iour a m o n g teens 

over the past two decades, s igna l l ing a rise in stress, men ta l 

disorders, c h a n g i n g lifestyles a n d behav ioura l patterns 

a m o n g you th . M o r e o v e r a W o r l d H e a l t h O r g a n i s a t i o n 

2015 study reports that Ind i a tops the g loba l suicide rate i n 

the 15-29 age g r o u p — the p o p u l a t i o n that is most active 

on l ine . 

Signs o f se l f -harm c a n be phys ica l o r emo t iona l . S o m e 

of the phys ica l signs inc lude cuts, bruises, burns, b a l d 

patches f rom p u l l i n g out h a i r etc. E m o t i o n a l signs are 

depress ion, tearfulness, l o w mo t iva t i on , w i t h d r a w a l a n d 

iso la t ion , sudden weight loss o r ga in , l o w self-esteem a n d 

self-blame, a l c o h o l c o n s u m p t i o n , d r u g abuse c lc . 

HOW PARENTS CAN HELP 

G i v e n the psycholog ica l vu lne rab i l i t y o f teens to on l ine 

b u l l y i n g and sinister games such as the B l u e W h a l e C h a l ­

lenge, psychologists a n d counsel lors advise parents to 

encourage two-way c o m m u n i c a t i o n , m o n i t o r chi ldren 's I n ­

ternet usage a n d on l ine activit ies, a n d i m m e d i a t e l y address 

any signs o f teen depression a n d self-destructive behav iour 

th rough counsel l ing. 

A c c o r d i n g to D r . A n j a l i C h h a b r i a , a w e l l - k n o w n psy­

chiatr ist a n d founder o f M i n d T e m p l e , a counse l l ing centre 

i n M u m b a i , y o u n g people are forced to seek refuge onhne 

w h e n there's b r e a k d o w n o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n between par ­

ents a n d ch i l d r en , a n d w h e n parents ignore w a r n i n g signs 

o f teenage depression. " D u r i n g the teen years it's i m p e r a ­

tive for parents to take special care to c o m m u n i c a t e as w e l l 

as closely observe a n d m o n i t o r their chi ldren 's behaviour . 
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BATTLING TEENAGE DEPRESSION 

Pa ren t ing coach K a v i t a Y a d a v a n d psychologist 

L o y a A g a r w a l a ofTer parents some useful advice 

o n h e l p i n g teenagers fight depression: 

• E n c o u r a g e open , t w o - w a y c o m m u n i c a t i o n , replete 

w i t h words o f encouragement a n d a d \ i c e . 

9 Prov ide e m o t i o n a l suppor t w h i c h involves unders tand­

ing, compass ion , suppor t a n d acceptance, 

a G i v e teens the f reedom to pursue their goals a n d a m ­

bit ions w i thou t b u r d e n i n g them w i t h h i g h expectations. 

© B u i l d trust by b e i n g non- judgmenta l so that it is pos­

sible to have heart-to-heart conversat ions. 

O G i v e t h e m respect a n d independence to boost thei r 

self-confidence. 

O H a v e fami ly discussions about soc ia l trends, on l ine 

abuse, etc wiUt your teens so that y o u c a n unders tand 

thei r perspectives better. 

9 A r r a n g e onc-on-one counse l l ing sessions w i t h a schoo l 

counse l lo r or psychologist . 

© E x p l o r e therapies such as C o g n i t i v e B e h a v i o u r 

T h e r a p y ( C B T ) , R a t i o n a l E m o t i v e B e h a v i o u r T h e r a p y 

( R E B T j , N a r r a t i v e T h e r a p y a n d S o l u t i o n Focused B r i e f 

T h e r a p y w h i c h are useful for dea l ing w i t h teenage 

depression. ^^^^^j^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^ 

I n fact, a teen w h o indulges i n risky a n d dangerous behav­

i o u r is a l ready g r a p p h n g w i t h some und iagnosed men ta l 

heal th illness. M o r e t h a n 90 percent o f people w h o resort 

to the final so lu t ion o f suicide have at least one o r m o r e 

treatable men ta l illness such as depression, anxiety; b i p o l a r 

disorder, s ch izophren ia . A l c o h o l a n d d r u g abuse are also 

the precursors o f su ic ida l behaviour ," says C h h a b r i a . 

Pa ren t ing c o a c h a n d founder-di rec tor o f G u r g a o n -

based J i N a — L i v i n g Positively, K a v i t a Yadav , w h o has 

exper ience o f w o r k i n g w i t h t roubled teens, says it is v i t a l ly 

impor t an t for parents to immedia t e ly address any signs o f 

depression i n ch i ld ren th rough counsel l ing. " N o t a l l teens 

w h o suffer depression o r self-harm come from dysfunc­

tional families. Parents need to be vigi lant about their teens' 

activities a n d behav iour wi thou t i n v a d i n g their p i ivacy , a n d 

signs o f depression a n d self-destructive behav iour must be 

addressed immedia t e ly th rough counse l l ing ," says Yadav. 

A c c o r d i n g to Yadav, it's also 

impor tan t for parents to set t ime 

limits for Internet usage a n d educate 

chi ldren about the dangers o f cyber 

l iu l lv ing , onl ine abuse a n d game 

such as the B lue W h a l e Cha l l enge . 

"Sna tch ing a youngster's p h o n e away 

is not the solut ion as it leaves the u n ­

der ly ing unhappiness a n d a l iena t ion 

unresolved. E x p l a i n the dangers o f 

B W C to ch i ld ren rather than sweep-.Kavitaf\4d âdav 

i n g the issue unde r the carpet . I f y o u find that your ch i l d 

is suddenly v \ i thdrav\ i i , los ing sleep or appetite, open 

a n d non- threatening c o m m u n i c a t i o n is the answer. A l s o 

encourage them to take up creative a n d skilful hobbies 

i n c l u d i n g art, dance, music or sports," she advises. 

THE ROLE OF SCHOOLS 

A p a r t f rom parents, schoo l a n d college managements 

also have a n i m p o r t a n t role to play. S ince news o f rising 

teen suicides l i n k e d to the B lue W h a l e C h a l l e n g e has 

b roken , schools across the coun t ry hav'e been dev is ing 

ways a n d means to deal w i t h this d i s tu rb ing p h e n o m ­

enon . Fo r instance, the S a m s i d h M o u n t L i t c r a Z e e 

S c h o o l , Banga lo re , recent ly organised a lecture for h i g h 

school students to educate t h e m about the dangers o f 

B W C a n d other on l ine games. " W e ca l led i n a cybe r 

expert to speak o n B W C a n d on l ine abuse. Later , we 

spoke to t h e m about o ther experiences that c o u l d e n r i c h 

thei r lives. M o r e o v e r we have i n t r o d u c e d a project where 

every c h i l d has to p e r f o r m an act o f kindness every day, 

such as expressing grat i tude to one pe r son da i ly a n d 

w r i t i n g three g o o d things that h a p p e n e d to them every 

day. W e believe these activit ies w i l l help t h e m develop 

c o m p a s s i o n a n d kindness. It's also the responsibihty o f 

schools to develop ch i ld ren not just academica l ly but also 

emot ional ly ;" says V e n i S u k u m a r , head o f educa t ion 

o f the group 's four schools, w h i c h also conduc t sessions 

o n ' m i n d f u l pa ren t ing ' for its parents b o d y . 
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