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Abstract

Accidents, violent crimes, war and natural disasters are traumatic experiences for individuals directly and
indirectly involved, and often result in long-lasting consequences which are difficult to deal with. Journalists
who report on these incidents are part of this group. Since the events on 9/11, this topic has shifted into the
public's focus, but there is still little known about the effects of crisis coverage for the journalists involved.
The results of 30 semi-structured interviews show a dependence on coping strategies for the specific job

situation, and a dependence on third variables, such as age and individual resources.
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1 Theoretical background

A person directly or indirectly confronted
with a catastrophe, traffic accident, violent
crime, war or natural disaster has to deal
with the physical and psychological effects
of these events. Such traumatic experienc-
es often lead not only to visible somatic
consequences, but also to psychological
injuries, which could result from feeling
that one’s life is at risk, loss of control and
perceived helplessness. The spectrum
ranges from mild to severe mental health
problems, such as disturbing thoughts,
feelings, or dreams related to the event,
persistent fears, difficulties concentrat-
ing, nervousness, flashbacks and more
(e.g., Allen, 2001; Rosen, 2004; Scaer, 2005;
2001). Media plays a decisive role in this
process because media coverage on the
mentioned incidents can be an addition-
al burden for the victims (e.g., Bernstein
etal., 2007; Cantor, 2002; Cohen, 1997; Mc-
Farlane, 1986; Murphy, 1984). The connec-
tion between media coverage and (re)trau-
ma has been researched well (e.g., Cohen
et al., 2013; Duarte et al., 2011; Haravuori
et al., 2011; Mikhail, 2001; Muller, 2010;
Neria & Sullivan, 2011; Vasterman et al.,
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2005; Wilms, 2007), although longitudinal
studies are still rare and thus required (e.g.
Putnam, 2002; Vasterman et al., 2005).

Furthermore, the effects of media
coverage are still measureable if some-
one is not directly (e.g., as victim) or indi-
rectly (e.g., as relatives) affected by a trau-
ma-related incident. Reception of media
coverage on dramatic incidents is known
to leads to (massive) stress reactions. In
1995, the Oklahoma City bombing led to
168 deaths and over 700 injured victims.
The intense media coverage and its recep-
tion led to symptoms of post-traumatic
stress disorder among school children.
The children whose TV consumption in
the seven weeks after the bombings was
“most” or “all” related to the attacks, re-
ported more symptoms than the children
whose TV consumption was less related
to the attacks, regardless of whether the
children lost a close family relative in
the bombings (Pfefferbaum et al., 1999a;
Pfefferbaum et al., 1999b).

Other studies show, for example, in-
creased anxiety after reception of media
coverage on terrorism and political vio-
lence (Sloan, 2000), increased substantial
stress reactions after reception of me-
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dia coverage on 9/11 (Ahern et al., 2002;
Schuster et al., 2001), and increased symp-
toms of post-traumatic stress disorder af-
ter media coverage on violence and death
due to the Gulf War (Cantor et al., 1993;
Nader et al., 1993). Aside from the negative
effects of media coverage on traumatic
incidents, this kind of reporting can also
have positive effects: the media provides
information and this could be helpful in
traumatic situations; further media cover-
age might provide helpful tips on services
for victims and relatives (e.g., Kira et al.,
2008).

The impact of disaster coverage on
relevant actors — the journalists — is lit-
tle explored. However, effects can be ex-
pected, since journalists do not only expe-
rience media coverage, they produceit and
are therefore part of the equation. As the
Dart Center for Journalism und Trauma
states, “reporting responsibly and credibly
on violence or traumatic events — on street
crime and family violence, natural disas-
ters and accidents, war and genocide - is
a great challenge” (Dart Center Ochberg
Fellowship Guidelines, 2015; see further
Backholm & Idas, 2016).

Case studies from different countries
(e.g., Backholm & Idés, 2015; Backholm &
Bjorkqvist, 2012a; Bull & Erman, 2002; Ev-
ans, 2003; Lund, & Olsson, 2015; Massé,
2009; Massé, 2011; Massé et al.,, 2013;
McMahon, 2001; Van der Merwe, 2005; in
summary Smith, Newman, & Drevo, 2015)
point out that reporting on catastrophes
and disasters can be very onerous for
journalists. As “first responders,” journal-
ists are usually on the scene quickly. They
feel pressure to not only bring back a good
story, but also to deliver pictures and vid-
eo footage which is as exclusive as possi-
ble, as detailed as possible and as close
as possible to the scene. New phenome-
na, such as school shootings, which have
occurred more frequently since the 90’s,
raise the pressure of fast and even live cov-
erage which develops momentum during
the incident. An explorative study of the
reaction of journalists who report from
the scene (Columbine, 1999; Jokela, 2007;
Kauhajoki, 2008) shows the high level of
post-traumatic stress in journalists who

are exposed and clearly shows (with help of
interview statements) the multiple breach
of rules which often follows school shoot-
ings (see Backholm et al., 2012, p. 148-155;
Backholm & Bjorkqvist, 2012b).

Journalism is a profession with free
access — there is neither a universal stan-
dard of education, nor mandatory rules
for editorial departments on how to report
on crimes, accidents and other such inci-
dents. Guidelines, voluntary agreements
or institutions (for example the German
Press Council in Germany) offer an orien-
tation, but do not include possible sanc-
tions. How journalists should behave and
how they can protect themselves from
physical and psychological effects is of-
ten left up to them. The Dart Center for
Journalism and Trauma, a project of the
Columbia University Graduate School of
Journalism, is dedicated to informed, in-
novative and ethical news reporting on
violence, conflict and tragedy (www.dart-
center.org). In addition to their Center in
North America, The Dart Center also has a
Center for Europe and Asia Pacific, e.g., in
Germany. Their efforts to inform the pub-
lic about the psychological and physical
impact of coverage on journalists and to
initiate scientific projects and workshops
for journalists are very important steps
(e.g., Hight, 2009). Similarly, The Institute
for War and Peace Reporting (www.iwpr.
net) which supports reporters and journal-
ists in countries in conflict and crisis, The
International Society for Traumatic Stress
Studies (www.istss.org) that promotes ad-
vancement and exchange of knowledge
about traumatic stress, The Committee to
Protect Journalists (www.cpj.org) and the
International News Safety Institute (www.
newssafety.com) that are dedicated to
journalists’ safety, raise awareness of stress
and trauma issues and that help to train
media personnel in conflict zones, are all
important resources.

So far, there is still a lack of basic em-
pirical research showing the problems and
risks for journalists regarding coverage of
crisis, war and catastrophe, how journal-
ists cope with death, harm and despair
(which, of course, they experience), to
what extent they are affected, which strat-
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egies they have developed to deal with
these difficulties, or if the editorial de-
partments they are working for offer help.
Although numerous accounts of autobio-
graphical and biographical studies of jour-
nalists who have covered traumatic events
exist, systematic analyses of the emotional
consequences of reporters covering acts of
violence are rare.

A relevant factor in the management
of crises and traumatic experiences is re-
silience. It is commonly defined as the
“ability to deal with crisis and to take them
as a chance for personal development”
(Elder, 1998; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).
The American Psychological Association
(2010) defines resilience as “the process of
adapting well in the face of adversity, trau-
ma, tragedy, threats or even significant
resources of threat.” Resilience is “a trait
that people either have or do not have and
being resilient doesn’t mean that a person
doesn't feel emotional pain or sadness, or
that a person isn't confronted with difficul-
ty or distress” (American Psychological As-
sociation, 2010). Resilience “involves be-
haviors, thoughts and actions that can be
learned and developed in anyone” (Amer-
ican Psychological Association, 2010). The
term “resilience” is not only used in the
context of coping with extreme situations,
but also, for example, for the ability of an
individual to properly deal with burdens in
their work life. Especially informative are
additional variables, for example the age
of the journalist, work routine and how
often they are confronted with tragic ex-
periences. Here, both protection and risk
factors may arise.

2 Research questions and
methodological approach

The following study takes a qualitative
approach. Although international case
studies provide some theses on this topic,
there is a lack of concrete research on how
the results apply to Germany. Moreover,
there is also a lack of research on whether
coping strategies apply beyond all me-
dia borders, independent of media areas,
such as TV or print, and independent of

single incidents. As a group of “players” in
disaster reporting, journalists are highly
relevant for a number of reasons. First of
all, disaster coverage is often criticized
with regard to ethical aspects. Journalists
in the modern media world feel pressure
as competition rises and traditional me-
dia loses recipients. Secondly, it cannot be
expected that individuals alone maintain
ethical standards in media coverage, but
editorial departments must offer further
training to their staff. If possible, there
should be stricter guidelines in the edito-
rial department to which journalists can
adhere. Thirdly, the current situation for
journalists in Germany is unclear. Case
studies from other countries indicate that
coverage of disasters leads to a high level
of psychological stress, that the ability of
coping with this (resilience) depends on
other variables, for example age, and that
the responsibility for this kind of coverage
attributes individually and not institution-
ally, so that there is commonly no help
from the editorial departments. Fourthly,
journalists who showed high resilience are
extremely relevant, as this study aims to
successfully identity strategies for success-
fully coping with stressful coverage.

Those thoughts lead to the following
research questions:

» RQ1: How do journalists experience a
crisis situation; which problems and
difficulties in general can be identified?

» RQ2: Which special forms of psycholog-
ical and physical burdens can be identi-
fied and did journalists develop strate-
gies which helped them?

» RQ3: Can criteria be identified which
benefit individual resilience, for exam-
ple support through the editorial de-
partment?

» RQ4: Does reporting about crisis af-
fect attitudes, opinions and behavior
of journalists — concerning this form of
media coverage?

To answer the research questions, 30 inter-
views took place between December 2013
and December 2014 with journalists from
all fields with a focus on print and TV me-
dia. The interviews lasted between 25 and
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85 minutes. The first round of interviews
was done with journalists who work for
major German media, national newspa-
pers and TV stations. As a second step, oth-
er media (radio and online) was included
and domestic journalists were interviewed
as well as journalists who worked abroad.
A necessary condition for including a jour-
nalist in the sample was that he or she ei-
ther reported on a special incident (e.g. a
school shooting), or was in the editorial

department responsible for traumatic oc-
currances like traffic accidents. All jour-
nalists approached were willing to take
part in this study, indicating their interest
in discussing the issue, and journalists in-
cluded experienced the incidents/disas-
ters themselves and were personally at the
scene. To protect all participating journal-
ists, they remained anonymous. Not all of
the journalists felt this was necessary, but
most of them feared that criticism of the
way editorial departments deal with their
employees might lead to disadvantages in

Table 1:  Distribution of interviewed journal- the journalist’s work. The guidelines were
ists related to age and sex (n=30) adapted for the key aspects of the inter-
view (for example, coverage on catastro-
Sex Age . .
phes, accidents or crimes, such as school
Under 30 years 31to50years  Over 50 years . .
shootings). School shootings are overrep-
Women 2 ! 2 resented in the sample as cause for cover-
Men 5 S " age. The guidelines asked about the num-
ber of incidents that journalists reported
memories and images in their minds,
Table 2. Distribution of interviewed journal- about what the individual reporting on the
ists related to media area and sex crises and disasters looked like (and if for-
(n=30) mer incidents played a role in this report-
ing, what the contact with victims and/or
Sex Media area relatives looked like, etc.), which problems
Print TV Online Radio News  Photo-  the journalists were confronted by at the
8Ny g3 gcene and in the aftermath, what the col-
Women | 2 - 2 ! - ~ laboration with the editorial department
Men 8 9 4 ! ! 2 looked like, what individual feelings and
thoughts the journalists had, if they were
Table 3: !Jistribution of interyiewgd jqurnal- E;izzgefeigZsﬂrl;suit;?ﬁsgihﬁfrz\s:)lfk
ists related to working situation and ing — for themselves and for their work.
sex {n=30) The interviews were transcribed and an-
Sex Working situation alyzed by computer. The first results were
Freelancer Permanent permanent  PYESENted at the NordMedia Conference in
employee in employeein  August 2015 in the section “Environment,
managerial non-manage- ~ Science and Risk Communication” (Ver-
position flal position K gymik, 2015). The journalists were inter-
Women ! - *  viewed in German, and the statements re-
Men 10 6 9 ferred to in this paper were translated into
Table 4 Distribution of interviewed journalists related to type of incident and sex
(n=41, multiple answers)
Sex Type of incident
Reporting on major incidents Police and court War reporting Reporting from crisis regions
(school shootings, rampage, reporting (regularly) (regions shaped by poverty and
flood, etc.) high criminal rates)
Women 7 3 - -
Men 19 8 2 2
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English by the author. Tables 1-4 show the
distribution of the interviewed journalists
related to age, sex, media area, working sit-
uation and incident type.

3 Results

As previously mentioned, the journalists
were very interested in the study. As will be
seen later, this seems to stem from the fact
that journalists reporting on crises, disas-
ters and crime primarily work alone. The
main results are presented by answering
the research questions as follows:

» RQ 1: How do journalists experience a
crisis situation; which problems and
difficulties in general can be identified?

The questioned journalists reported “ex-
clusively” to “occasionally” on crises and
catastrophes. This ranged from traffic ac-
cidents, serious crimes, such as school
shootings to natural disasters, and report-
ing from war scenes and areas of conflict
(e.g., reporting from slums in Brazil, or
from the Iraq war). It is either the journal-
ists’ main occupation or they are sent out
because the editorial department is un-
derstaffed or he/she is simply on duty.

I'have been a police reporter for ten years. Ev-
ery year there has been approximately 60 vic-
tims - from homicide to suicide and traffic
accidents. One time a man disappeared in an
80-meter deep drill hole. I have seen every-
thing you can think of. I have seen people in
every state and shape: as a stain on the high-
way, single body parts or completely burnt.
(I12_15, freelance journalist for public service
broadcasting)

I was in the Ukraine (Majdan) after many
people had been shot. You have a constant
feeling of fear and find yourself in a situa-
tion you have never experienced anywhere in
Germany. (I8_5, journalist at a magazine)

I have been to normal events which just es-
calated at some point, for example a demon-
stration where a police operation and the use
of water cannons were necessary. There were

flying stones and bottles. I remember the G8
conference in Heiligendamm a few years ago
when it came to an excess of violence. (I13_6,
freelance photographer)

The journalists report severe experiences
at the sites. Very often they have the im-
pression they are not able to cope with
the situation themselves: “Generally I am
the first contact person for someone who
would rather need a counselor or an ex-
pert with the professional background for
situations like this. I'm often helpless and
can’t think of anything to say to those peo-
ple” (I7_54, journalist at a regional news-
paper). Apparently legal insecurities re-
garding their own professional work play
a big role — what are journalists allowed
to do and what is illegal? “I was just stand-
ing there. I didn’t even have an idea about
what I was allowed to do, for example: Am
I allowed to take pictures? I talked to the
police to discuss what I was allowed to
do. I was dreaming about it for two nights
because it was so difficult — the firefight-
ers had been looking for something and at
some point somebody asked them what
they were actually looking for. They re-
sponded that they are looking for the leg.
They couldn’t find it; it just wasn’t there
anymore” (I7_27, journalist at a regional
newspaper).

There are various problems on loca-
tion. Of course problems arise which re-
porters commonly experience, for exam-
ple difficulties getting close enough to the
scene, problems such as extreme weather,
insufficient funds (for example on a
mission abroad), and time pressure. “It
sounds ridiculous but your first thoughts
are: What if this takes the whole night? Is
my jacket warm enough? Where can I sit
down for a few minutes? Where can we get
dinner? Will my cameraman get through
this?” (I11_12, journalist at a regional pri-
vate TV station). “Where can I get money
on a public holiday? The administration of
public service broadcastingis not designed
for this. They don't have a safe somewhere
with 10000 Euros which you can access in
case of emergencies” (I117_28, journalist
for public service broadcasting). Specific
problems are, however, confrontation
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with relatives, risk of their own life due
to confrontations with perpetrators, toxic
substances, etc. “Of course I realize that
I have put myself in danger during those
incidents — but mostly when everything
was over already. Many times I risk a lot,
push further and don't listen to firefighters
or police officers. But that is in the nature
of a journalist. If you want to find out what
happened, you would go anywhere to get
as close as possible” (I112_48, freelance
journalist for public service broadcasting).
“The response the media gets from the vic-
tim’s relatives has changed. I often notice
that when I am at the scene of an accident
and there are family members around. It
has happened to me before that they were
upset about me being there” (17_52, jour-
nalist at a regional newspaper).

» RQ2: Which special forms of psycholog-
ical and physical burdens can be identi-
fied and did journalists develop strate-
gies which helped them?

The question for psychological and phys-
ical burdens shows two clear tendencies.
The first is that in the samples, psycholog-
ical problems usually occur after the cov-
erage and are, in total, more frequent than
physical effects. Secondly, psychological
problems occur on a higher spectrum than
physical effects. In the sample, flashbacks,
dreams or nightmares, a nervous condi-
tion, unspecific illness, grief, sorrow, and
excessive demands were found. Physical
problems occur, for example, as an im-
mediate threat to life, sickness, headaches
and bruises. The following statements
from the interviews illustrate these results:

It was on my mind for a very long time after-
wards. I was thinking about it a lot. I have to
admit that I was upset for days. (I12_58/59,
journalist for public service broadcasting)

No, you never really get used to it. Unfortu-
nately, you become numb to it — that is true.
A normal homicide doesn't really bother me
anymore but when you get into details and
you have an idea of how it all happened - that
is upsetting. On those days you go home and
look under your bed because you become

a scared little child again. (I118_9/10; news
agency)

Sometimes I had flashbacks. When I saw a
certain color that reminded me of the color
of a vehicle that was involved in an accident,
I had flashbacks. The accident became vivid
again. But I talked to my psychologist about
it because you can't really tell anyone at home
what you just saw. (I12_58, freelance journal-
ist for public service broadcasting)

I had spent some time in Kosovo and there
you get used to necessary patterns. When you
get out of a car, never step on grass. Always
stop the car on concrete or tar and never step
out on an earth road. A mine could be buried
there. A mine can't be buried in tar. And when
you come back home you still avoid the me-
dian on the streets after four weeks, because
you haven't realized that you're back. (117_43,
journalist for public service broadcasting)

I had bruises all over my arm and my eyes
were red and I had a terrible headache. But I
had to go back to the editorial office because
the story had to be finished the next day.
(I15_23; public service broadcasting)

The psychological and physical problems
lead to the coping strategies that jour-
nalists use, and central tendencies can
be identified. Journalists turn to simple
strategies which have proven helpful. For
example, they keep a certain distance to
scenes of accidents in order to not see all
of it: “I think you get numb after a while
and you don't let it get to you. You can also
just keep your distance, because you know
exactly when somebody is getting cut out
of a car and you just back up a few more
meters. I don’'t want to see this. You know
what you would see and you don’t want
to experience that again” (I7_42, journal-
ist at a regional newspaper). At the same
time they try to establish an inner distance
and keep their distance. Concentrating on
professional work often helps. Many jour-
nalists feel supported and strengthened
when they talk about what they have ex-
perienced with coworkers or family. Oc-
casionally professional help is engaged.
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“You have to imagine that: We went with
boats through a small town afterwards and
the water level reached traffic signs. There
were dead animals in the water every-
where. Whole oil tanks were loose and in
the water. The smell was terrible and you
won't get rid of it again. It sticks in your
nose and [ have to admit that this is drastic.
It stays in your mind and you have to talk
about it afterwards, with coworkers, your
family or wife. You have to talk about it to
cope with it” (I18_7, news agency). “You
can’t allow yourself to break down on loca-
tion. As a professional journalist you have
the required distance. I received psycho-
logical help. Without that it is impossible
and you will get sick at some point. After
ten years I stopped with coverage like that”
(I12_22/23, freelance journalist for public
service broadcasting). To ask experienced
colleagues is an obvious and proven strat-
egy: “My strategy was to stick to my cam-
eraman as he had been in the Middle East
alot and knows where to stand and not get
shot” (I115_39, journalist for public service
broadcasting). It does, however, become
problematic when there is nobody that
can be asked. The younger the journalists
are and the more often they work as a free-
lancer and/or for local media, the more
often they are left alone, usually already at
the time of their first crisis incident. The
interviewed journalists thereby agree that
such strategies are, on the one hand, daily
routines that are developed with increas-
ing job experience, but that for reporting
on disasters, crisis and crime, individual
coping strategies are needed: “If you have
been through this already a few times, you
have had certain experiences. You know
then how to handle this the next time and
I think it makes you stronger” (I9_10, jour-
nalist at a local newspaper). At this point it
is clear that not every strategy is suitable
for any journalist. In particular, although
a few journalists stated that talking about
their experiences helps alot, this is not the
case for all interviewees.

» RQ3: Can criteria be identified which
benefits individual resilience, for ex-
ample, support through the editorial
department?

Resilience is an ability to deal with prob-
lems during one’s lifetime in a construc-
tive way. The study searched for factors
that support situational conditions and
therefore could influence resilience as
“moderating variables.” The interviews
clearly show that “age” and “experience”
are personal factors, and that “experi-
enced colleagues” and “support through
the editorial department” are structural
factors that moderate resilience. “I think
what I learned from my cameraman and
the other journalists that had been there
was: No matter what, you have to try to
stay calm. Sometimes I was too shocked
myself and because of that I wasn't able to
conduct an interview critically” (I15_56,
journalist for public broadcasting). As the
interviews showed, many of the editorial
departments do not show consideration
for those with less experience. “Five peo-
ple work at my local editorial office and it
is a standard duty for me to report on ac-
cidents. At 28, I am the youngest reporter
and that is why I'm the first pick to be
sent out on location” (I7_11, journalist at
aregional newspaper). Journalists who get
the chance to learn from experienced co-
workers are lucky. Those who do not have
this opportunity have to go on location
anyways. This especially applies to free-
lancers. “You have to experience that a few
times. When a coworker goes on location,
then I accompany him/her and watch. But
most of the time you just get an office cell
phone and if something happens you have
to go. And in the end you are all by yourself
at the scene of an accident with five vic-
tims or a homicide” (I11_16, journalist at
a regional private TV station). “They were
happy that as a freelancer I did those jobs.
If the employees go on location, the edito-
rial department has to provide psycholog-
ical help afterwards. As a freelancer you do
not have protection like that, the networks
do not care. If you are lucky you can talk
to a minister on location” (I112_33_34, free-
lance journalist for public service broad-
casting).

Furthermore, the analysis of the in-
terviews showed that standardized edu-
cation does not exist and that journalists
that report about disasters are only pre-
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pared by their editorial departments if this
kind of reporting is their main job. “What
I learned at university didn't help me at
all. Rather, I think it is something you ei-
ther have or you don’'t. Who you are and
who you might not be. My studies for a
fact didn’t help me at all in situations like
that” (I10_8, freelance photographer).
Changes seem to happen after big trag-
edies, when editorial departments are
encouraged to reflect. In the sample, this
was the case after a school shooting and a
big flood: “We changed certain structures
at our network afterwards. We worked out
an emergency plan if something like that
happens again” (I111_18, journalist at a re-
gional private TV station). Journalists who
mainly handle crises would like to have a
constant contact person in the office, who
can help with problems and difficulties.
“When you drive out there you should be
prepared psychologically and structurally.
You have to be aware of the fact that you
might see things you have never seen be-
fore. You should have a contact person in
the office who is always available, day and
night, for example when there is a big cri-
sis” (I8_3, journalist at a magazine). When
there is no support available, journalists
usually act pragmatically and try to avoid
stressful situations. “The main difficulty is
to bring you to talk to the concerned per-
son. Even if you have been a journalist for
a long time it is still a major challenge to
talk to traumatized people and relatives of
the victims. I tend to avoid those situations
and only do it if the editorial department
specifically asks for it” (I129_36, journalist
at a interregional newspaper).

» RQ4: Does reporting about crisis affect
attitudes, opinions and behavior of the
journalists — concerning this form of
media coverage?

The confrontation with victims or relatives
led to increased reflection by interviewed
journalists on their work and behavior.
Also, reflection as a team, especially after
bigger, unusual incidents (as opposed to
e.g., traffic accidents), led to subsequent
corrections in the assessment of the cover-
age: “If I could do it again, I would relativ-

ize statements more. In retrospect I know
now how incredibly chaotic the situation
was, and how little the police actually
knew” (I1_55/58, journalist for public ser-
vice broadcasting). For many journalists it
was only obvious in retrospect that the ex-
tent of the incident they were confronted
with was that severe. “It is difficult to
prepare for this, because I was incredibly
surprised by the dimension of this flood.
You don't expect such bad things — you
don’t expect swimming dead dogs, cows
and horses” (I18_17, news agency). The
question of possible consequences leads
to reflections about their own education.
“When I arrived at the scene of an acci-
dent I had asked myself many times how I
would react as a first responder. I was also
thinking that I should renew my first aid
skills” (I7_48, journalist at a regional news-
paper). Others report changes concerning
interviewing persons that are involved in
the incident:

I learnt for sure that you should take your
time. Take your time to listen, because this
was extremely important while talking to the
relatives. But also time for authorizing of these
talks, so that nothing happens under pressure
and that the relatives and survivors have time
to read everything calmly. (I23_28; journalist
at a magazine)

I became more thoughtful. I still read my arti-
cles and listen to my own stuff. I still have con-
tact with a few relatives. They are still suffering
and also as a journalist, you are still affected. I
realized that I became more reserved in deal-
ing with victims or their relatives. (128_19,
journalist at a interregional newspaper)

That media coverage was really traumatic for
the relatives who had previously lost their
daughter — I was not really conscious about
that. I thought this is normal reporting about
a daily event, just as you report about some-
thing dramatically. (I6_801, journalist at a in-
terregional, weekly newspaper)
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4 Conclusions and limitations of the
study

In the following section, central tenden-
cies are summarized and limitations of the
study, as well as possible further research
are discussed. Firstly, the interviews
showed a strong interest on the part of the
journalists for this topic. The topic is not
only important for journalists, but never-
theless is rarely reported on. The following
tendencies should be analyzed in further
quantitative and representative surveys:

1. The more unspecific the coverage of
the crisis (e.g., “normal” local journal-
ist that report about severe traffic ac-
cidents vs. professional war reporter),
the more insufficient the education and
counseling of the journalist.

2. The younger and more inexperienced
the journalist, the stronger the psycho-
logical impact.

3. The younger and more inexperienced
the journalist, the more frequently they
did not have any strategies or way of
handling victims or relatives. This af-
fects psychological impacts in a nega-
tive way.

4. Professional handling of the psycholog-
ical and physical impacts is very rare.
More often, journalists use simple strat-
egies that they adopt themselves and
which they have experienced as helpful.

5. Journalists have no expectations that
professional counseling/support will
be available during education or work.

6. Positive experiences in association with
victims or relatives generally leads to
more safety in crisis coverage. Empathy
might play a moderating role.

7. Negative experiences in association
with victims or relatives or negative
crisis reporting leads to increased re-
flection on the coverage and increased
reflection in the editorial departments.
Editorial departments still lag behind in
establishing professional standards.

8. Psychological burdens increase with
the frequency of crisis reporting. At the
same time, this trend is growing. “Pro-
fessional” crisis reporters are exposed
to many burdens, but they also have the

best counseling and strategies for cop-
ing with them.

The presented results are consistent with
previous (case) studies related to the psy-
chological and physical burdens that jour-
nalists covering disasters and crisis are
confronted with. In a further quantitative
and representative survey, the use of a
Checklist to Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
or Reaction Index (Steinberg et al., 2004) is
recommended. Due to the fact that there
is no professional register for full-time
and freelance journalists in Germany, rep-
resentativity could be reached as far as
possible by using registers of journalists’
associations as was done in earlier studies.
Analysis has shown that the factor “empa-
thy” might play a decisive role. While em-
pathy is of course absolutely relevant in
the daily work of journalists, this relevance
might even increase with reporting about
crime, crisis and disasters, which was also
shown in the statements regarding ex-
periences with victims and relatives. It is
therefore recommendable to control em-
pathy as a factor in a quantitative survey.
The results also show that direct experi-
ences with victims and relatives often lead
to changes in opinions and attitudes and
subsequently to changes in reporting, as
well as a greater awareness of media eth-
ical requirements.

Although the interviewed journalists
were carefully selected, men are clearly
overrepresented. At the same time the
media sectors “radio” and “photography”
are clearly underrepresented; additionally,
there was only one person in the sample
who worked for a news agency. The cited
statements are therefore not represen-
tative and find their limits in the qualita-
tive approach and the selected sample.
Most of the interviewed journalists were
worried about possible consequences for
critically pointing out deficits concerning
crisis, crime and disaster coverage in the
editorial departments, if they were cited
with their real names or were identifiable
due to overly detailed social statistical in-
formation. Therefore we avoided giving
more detailed statistical information due
to the fact that in Germany, especially in



218 Verhovnik / Studies in Communication Sciences 17.2 (2017), pp. 209-220

the big public service broadcasting orga-
nizations, some journalists have very clear
professional roles and an identification of
single participants in this study could not
be entirely excluded. In a more extensive,
representative survey this data (e.g. also
work experience) should be collected.

At the same time, the statements pro-
vide important information on trends
and tendencies in the coverage of crises,
disasters and crime, and provide clear in-
dications for psychological and physical
burdens to which journalists are exposed.
Additionally, the study clearly shows that
professionalism in crisis reporting is rare
and only applies to journalists who mainly
work in that field. Many journalists in-
cluded in this study work, for example,
for local newspapers or TV stations, where
reporting on disasters is only one activity
among many. There is a need for improved
training of the journalists and support
through the editorial departments.
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