.‘ frontiers ‘ Frontiers in Communication

l @ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
J. Brian Houston,
University of Missouri, United States

REVIEWED BY
Beverly Ann Cigler,

Penn State Harrisburg, United States
Megan Schraedley,

West Chester University, United States

*CORRESPONDENCE
Liselotte Englund
liselotte.englund@kau.se

RECEIVED 02 October 2022
AccepPTED 05 June 2023
PUBLISHED 22 June 2023

CITATION
Englund L, Bergh Johannesson K and
Arnberg FK (2023) Reporting under extreme
conditions: journalists’ experience of disaster
coverage. Front. Commun. 8:1060169.

doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2023.1060169

COPYRIGHT
© 2023 Englund, Bergh Johannesson and
Arnberg. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other forums is
permitted, provided the original author(s) and
the copyright owner(s) are credited and that
the original publication in this journal is cited, in
accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is
permitted which does not comply with these
terms.

Frontiersin Communication

Tvpe Original Research
PUBLISHED 22 June 2023
pol 10.3389/fcomm.2023.1060169

Reporting under extreme
conditions: journalists’ experience
of disaster coverage

Liselotte Englund®?*, Kerstin Bergh Johannesson? and
Filip K. Arnberg?

!Department of Risk and Environmental Studies, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Karlstad University,
Karlstad, Sweden, ?National Centre for Disaster Psychiatry, Department of Medical Sciences, Uppsala
University, Uppsala, Sweden

Introduction: Media presence on site and reports on disasters are crucial parts
of disaster communication. Aside from authorities, civil society, concerned
businesses and citizens, the media constitute an important actor. The working
conditions, situational competence and management among journalists on duty in
a disaster area are important factors within the complex area of crisis management
and disaster communication. This study aims to explore the working conditions,
challenges, and coping strategies among journalists covering the Haiti earthquake
in 2010.

Methods: Ten months after the event, Scandinavian journalists (n = 32) provided
free-text responses about their work on site through a web survey. The free-
text responses underwent content analysis. In addition, self-report questionnaires
were used to assess general mental health and posttraumatic stress.

Results: We found that journalists faced five main challenges in Haiti:
situational (technicalities, practical, collegial), professional (mission, approach,
roles), personal (traits, emotions, coping), traumatic (general mental health and
posttraumatic stress) and experiential (learning and growth). They described a
difficult and challenging mission, but also an eye-opening and life-changing
experience. Most respondents’ questionnaire responses indicated low risk for both
poor mental health and posttraumatic stress, with a few significant exceptions.
Being properly equipped and mentally prepared, getting collegial support and
maintaining professional focus were seen as important, and good leadership and
clear instructions from editors at home were highlighted.

Discussion: Corroboration of the present findings would strengthen our
knowledge of their experiences, and may provide valuable insights for designing
preparedness activities in the future as well as for applying to other communication
functions in disasters.

KEYWORDS

disaster communication, disaster journalism, free-text survey responses, Haiti

earthquake, journalists, media coverage, mental health, working challenges

1. Introduction

Global natural disasters have become an increasingly heavy burden for the wellbeing and
safety of persons, communities and countries around the world through the past decades
(UNISDR, 2015). Related to climate change, natural disasters may increasingly occur, and
our knowledge thus needs to be strengthened.

Communication is essential at all crisis events. During natural disasters, journalists
and news organizations play important roles with the duty to report—and sometimes
warn—as well as examine the causes and consequences of the events. In the longer term,
media also contribute to building disaster resilience in citizens, organizations and societies.
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Journalists and news organizations are essential actors in disaster
communication (Spialek and Houston, 2018; Houston et al., 2019;
Antunes et al., 2022).

In this study we explore Scandinavian journalists’ experiences
and working conditions during the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, and
evaluate self-reported mental health as well as learning outcomes
from the mission.

1.1. The journalistic assignment on site

Media are important interacting and communicating actors in
disasters (Englund et al., 2022). As the eyes and ears of citizens,
journalists have a key role also in terms of creating coherence
and meaning (Newman et al., 2009). During disasters, journalists
are not only reporting but also witnessing the event—or “bearing
witness” (Cottle, 2013). At best, media’s function to inform the
publicin a crisis can prevent panic and anxiety among people: Well-
conducted interviews may support and comfort victims as well
as next-of-kin (Englund et al., 2014, 2022; Englund and Arnberg,
2018). In the longer term, media coverage may be part of disaster
mitigation and preparedness as well as foster resilience for citizens
and authorities (Houston et al., 2019) and raise public awareness
and understanding (UNDRR, 2015).

The challenging working conditions at disaster sites implies
impact both at a personal and professional level. Minimal resources,
logistic difficulties and hard decisions often characterize the
situation, beside the mental pressure and psychological impact.
During disaster coverage, skills of directors, editors and journalists
are tested to the limit (Puente et al., 2013). Investigating the impact
on both of these levels has not been in-depth reported in the
literature of disaster journalism, whereas examples can be found
for other professions, such as hospital staff (Gil Cuesta et al., 2018).

1.2. Organizing work on site

Journalists frequently arrive on the scene at the same time
as first responders but have significantly less training for the
situation (Dworznik-Hoak, 2020a). Correspondents reporting from
natural disasters are highly exposed to potentially traumatic
events by witnessing human suffering, experiencing strong
sensory impressions, taking risks in difficult practical and
technical circumstances, and simultaneously managing their own
stress reactions.

The task of journalists is to observe, analyze and edit news
of value to readers, viewers and listeners, not to help and rescue
(Knoester, 2014; Englund, 2018/2008). Yet, few studies shed light
on the practical work situation in the acute stages of disasters and
the journalists’ ways of handling the situation (Salam and Khan,
2020).

Disasters may force news media to work in new and
flexible ways. Media practices such as journalistic routines and
organizational preparedness may change in the aftermath of a
disaster. Opportunities and challenges that news organizations
need to address have been highlighted (Takahashi et al., 2020). The
difficult working conditions may also lead to improvisation and
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embrace of alternative journalistic roles. Inadequate technology
for the context can be one of the main barriers (Nieves-Pizarro
et al, 2019). Journalistic challenges when covering a natural
disaster could be communication barriers like restricted access
to information, and ethical dilemmas, as well as emotional and
psychological reactions (Puente et al., 2013).

1.3. Coping and managing

Like health and rescue staff at disasters, media staff are
exposed to extraordinary and challenging working conditions,
often facing the trauma both as responders and victims and
working while concerned about their own safety and under
emotional pressure, which means experiencing both private and
professional burdens (Gil Cuesta et al., 2018). Disasters can be
overwhelming experiences, and the emotional and psychological
risks for negative psychological consequences are high.

It has been reported that work-related exposure to potentially
traumatic events seems to have an effect on the psychological
wellbeing of journalists (Osmann et al., 2020a). Still, studies are
sparse of journalists as an occupational group covering disasters
when it comes to professional practice and mental health. While
first responders have been studied, the journalist profession
has often been overlooked (Newman and Drevo, 2015). The
psychological impact on journalists covering traumatic events,
however, has been verified in some studies through recent years
(Backholm and Bjorkqvist, 2012; Cottle, 2013; Feinstein and
Owen, 2013; Keats and Buchanan, 2013; Allan, 2014; McMahon,
2016; Lee et al,, 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Englund, 2018/2008;
Backholm and Idés, 2020; Dworznik-Hoak, 2020a). Studies of
journalists’ stress reactions and coping when exposed to strong
sensory impressions can generate information of their ability to
reduce or manage strong professional exposure to trauma. After
natural disasters (Thoresen, 2007), terrorist attacks (Busso et al.,
2014), school shootings (Backholm and Bjorkqvist, 2012), daily
press journalists, photo journalists and war correspondents have
reported insomnia, flashbacks, and symptoms of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), such as distressing intrusions of the event,
avoidance of stressor-related stimuli and hyperarousal as expressed
in exaggerated vigilance and startle responses, when exposed to
potentially traumatic events (Czech, 2004; Osmann et al., 2020a).
In addition, a possible low degree of social acknowledgment by
supervisors and colleagues is identified as related to post-traumatic
and depressive symptoms (Weidmann et al., 2008).

The impact of covering crises and traumatic events can also
be seen as part of an “emotional turn” in the media, according to
some researchers (Thomson, 2018; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Among
journalists covering disasters, war and conflict, tensions between
norms and morals and between being professional and human
may influence both emotions and ethical practices as well as
challenge working routines (Englund, 2018/2008; Stupart, 2021).
The experience of inner conflict between carrying out journalistic
duties and showing enough respect toward crisis victims is a factor
that puts journalists at risk for trauma-related problems such as
work related guilt, as previous studies show (Englund, 2018/2008;
Backholm and Idas, 2020).
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Researchers have proposed that journalists to a greater extent
should be seen as fellow human beings with a myriad of reactions
when encountering a disaster, possibly also in need of support
(McMahon Oam and McLellan, 2008).

1.4. Learning and preparing

Lessons learned studies are rare on journalistic practice
regarding broader perspectives of the assignment, practical
organizing of the work, stress and coping. A study on the
humanitarian logistics during the Haiti earthquake state that there
is lack of knowledge about implementing pre-disaster preparations,
and a need for more academic research on learning from disasters
(Salam and Khan, 2020). A challenge, not least for young journalists
reporting from disasters, is the lack of practice, training and
experience in this kind of assignments (McMahon, 2016). Methods
and routines for training and preparing future journalists in the
art of making sensitive and press ethical interviews with potentially
traumatized individuals are of great importance. Challenges involve
their own stress reactions as well as the reactions of the afflicted.
The situation can cause journalists to misinterpret signals, to use
inappropriate language or to make bad decisions (Duncan and
Newton, 2010).

Yet, few studies shed light on the practical work situation
and the journalists’ handling of it, in the acute stages of disasters.
The same applies to lessons learned based on these particular
perspectives (Salam and Khan, 2020). Occupational studies of
journalism at accident and disaster sites have looked into topics
such as journalists as public witnesses, their own trauma, humanity
vs. scoop, and reporting when children are victims (Simpson et al.,
2006).

1.5. Studying journalistic work at disasters

The work situation for journalists who report from disasters is
very demanding and involves the risk of trauma. Prerequisites for
media reporting from these events need to be better understood.
This concerns creating the best possible preparations (practical,
technical, professional, emotional etc.) for journalists and media
organizations to carry out the coverage, and to enable reporting
with due regard for those affected (Kay et al, 2010; Houston
et al, 2019). It also concerns reducing the risks of negative
effects on the journalists’ mental health and wellness during and
after covering a disaster. Examining self-reported experiences
among disaster-reporting journalists could therefore be of value for
more than one reason. An increased understanding of journalists’
working situation during disasters may also provide an increased
understanding of how journalistic decisions are made, how the
event is communicated and the final expression in the reporting
from an event that meets the citizens and a media audience
(Englund, 2018/2008).

Previous studies have noted that investigating traumatic stress
in professionals as well as victims requires an interdisciplinary
approach. There are some qualitative studies of the psychological
impact of disaster on rescue workers and volunteers (Mao et al.,
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2018), of journalists’ work at disasters (Englund, 2018/2008), and
of survivors’ experiences of journalists’ work and media coverage
of disasters (Englund et al., 2014, 2022; Thoresen et al., 2014;
Glad et al, 2017; Englund and Arnberg, 2018). The unique
research design of the present study, which combines perspectives
from journalism studies and psychotraumatology, can hopefully
shed light on the very complex working conditions under which
journalists’ fulfill their mission during a natural disaster.

This study uses free-text responses to open-ended questions in
a survey about working experiences and occupational management.
The option given to the respondents to add information in free
text was intended to catch issues that may be overlooked in a
quantitative questionnaire. The open questions may be valuable in
identifying journalist perspectives that are important to them and
can guide further studies (Garcia et al., 2004).

The free-text responses were supplemented by two quantitative
measures so as to document the level of stress reactions and general
mental health, which provide context to the qualitative findings and
may be of use for future studies into the psychological consequences
of disaster journalism.

Fortunately, natural disasters of the 2010 Haiti earthquake
magnitude, with corresponding devastation and extremely difficult
working conditions for aid workers and journalists, do not occur
annually. It is therefore natural for disaster studies to collect large
amount of data which can be analyzed and generate publications
even when a longer period of time has passed after the event.
Experiences extracted from this kind of events should be considered
in the light of the period’s development regarding lessons learned,
disaster preparedness, new technical conditions and recent research
in the field.

This
experiences and working conditions during the 2010 earthquake

study aims to explore Scandinavian journalists’
in Haiti, and to evaluate self-reported mental health and signs of
posttraumatic stress, as well as learning outcomes from the mission.

The main research questions of this study are:

1. How did the journalists experience the assignment?
2. How did they organize the work on site?

3. How did they cope and manage the situation?

4. What was the most important learning outcomes?

2. Materials and methods
2.1. The event

Haiti is one of the most vulnerable countries in the world,
according to INFORM Global Risk Index (INFORM, 2021). The
earthquake hitting Haiti on January 12, 2010, was described
as the most devastating and deadly earthquake in recorded
history (Schuller, 2016). Different sources reported up to 316
000 deaths and 300 000 injured in this nation already struggling
with vulnerability and poverty (Durocher et al., 2017; Hsu and
Schuller, 2020; Arnaouti et al.,, 2022). The number of homeless
people as a result of the earthquake reached two million, or
one in seven. The disaster caused a massive destruction in the
capital Port-au-Prince and its surroundings. A mobile phone study
followed the escape from the area and estimated that 630 000
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inhabitants of Port-au-Prince left the city following the earthquake
(Bengtsson et al., 2011; Hsu and Schuller, 2020).

On January 12, buildings collapsed and electricity,
telecommunications network, internet, cell phone towers, air
and seaports lost its functions. More than half of the already
undersized medical facilities were partly or totally destroyed, and
the numbers of traumatically injured victims were enormous. One
central problem for the disaster response, seen in post-disaster
evaluations, was that despite massive personal, material and
monetary aid, the lack of ability to manage those resources made
the response insufficient. Tens of thousands of people lacked food
and water and the working conditions were extremely challenging
(Alexander, 2010). It was a tragedy that gripped the whole world,
and “... the outpouring of solidarity within and outside Haiti was
extraordinary.” The global response to the disaster was massive
humanitarian efforts (Schuller, 2016).

Within the first days after the earthquake, many journalists
from around the world, including some dozen Scandinavian
reporters and photographers, arrived to the capital Port au Prince

in the midst of chaos.

2.2. Procedure

The authors selected respondents by first identifying Swedish
and Norwegian journalists and photographers having reported
from Haiti. It was done by checking media web sites and
identifying editing staff, etc., who could provide contact details to
potential respondents. Only major daily media had sent staff to
Haiti. Ten months after the earthquake, national radio and TV
channels, national morning and evening papers, and national news
agencies in Sweden and Norway were invited to participate in the
study. Contact was made with supervisors (news director/chief
editor/head of foreign news or equivalent) who, after consulting
with the journalists concerned for their consent, provided their
contact details. Each potential respondent then received an e-mail
with the link to a web-based survey. No one was asked to participate
until a supervisor and the respondent had consented to receiving
the survey. Virtually all correspondents from the two countries
were included (n = 48). The data collection in the project took place
in 2010 but was analyzed for the present study in 2021-22.

2.3. Design

The full survey consisted of several questions with fixed
response options and—with the main focus in this paper—eight
open-ended questions, with an option to write unlimited free-
text responses. The survey questions were bilingual (Swedish and
Norwegian). The open-ended questions covered the responders’
experiences, their stress response, their wellbeing, working
challenges and major learning outcomes. In addition, two self-
report questionnaires on mental health were included.

The study was not suited to analyze free-text responses and
the responses to the questionnaires in a combined set of data as
in mixed-methods study to answer the same research questions
(Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Instead, the quantitative measures
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TABLE 1 Respondent characteristics.

n (total = 34) %
Nationality
Swedish 21 61.8
Norwegian 13 38.2
Gender
Female 4 11.8
Male 30 88.2
Age
20-29 1 29
30-39 7 20.6
40-49 5 14.7
>50 21 61.8
Main profession
Reporter 22 64.7
Photographer 6 17.6
Photo-journalist 4 11.8
Other 2 5.9
Arrival in Haiti (after main earthquake)
Within 3 days 16 47.1
4-6 days after 9 26.5
One week after 9 26.5

of mental health provide a context to the qualitative findings and
may be of use for comparison purposes in future studies.

The study was ethically reviewed and approved by the Ethics
Review Board at Uppsala University (No. 2010/178).

2.4. Respondents

A total number of 48 journalists from national radio and TV
channels, national morning and evening papers, and national news
agencies in Sweden and Norway received the survey (Table 1). Only
the largest publishers in Sweden and Norway sent staff to Haiti. The
media companies from the two countries included in the survey
were three national TV channels, two national radio channels, eight
national daily newspapers and one news agency.

At the time of the survey, most of the respondents were
stationed in their home countries (Sweden and Norway) while
a handful were correspondents stationed abroad before being
sent to Haiti. The majority held permanent positions while some
were freelancing. The respondents represented a relatively even
distribution between morning papers, evening papers, TV, radio,
the net press and a news agency.

The journalists sent to Haiti were among the more experienced
employees. Seven out of 10 had been employed for >10 years at the
agency they represented. Two out of 10 had worked between 6 and
9 years and a few for a shorter time.
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TABLE 2 Survey questions inviting free-text responses.

Research topic Supplementary survey question for

free-text response

Experience Did you report from the disaster area after the
2004/2005 South East Asia tsunami? If yes, did your
experiences from tsunami reporting come to any use

in Haiti? If so, how?

Please summarize some of the new experiences the
Haiti reporting gave you.

How did you experience your own role as a
professional (journalist) on site?

Organizing Did you collaborate with a regular
journalist/photographer when you were in Haiti? If
yes, what significance did this have for the

outcome/reporting?

Please write a few lines about how you balanced the
roles of professional journalist and fellow human
being in the difficult situation

Coping and management | What do you think was the most important thing
you did to master the situation during the

Haiti reporting?

If you did something else to manage the situation,
please describe this.

Learning ‘What advice would you give your editors and
managers when it comes to taking good care of their

employee/s in a similar event?

Nearly half of the journalists arrived in Haiti within 3 days of
the first quake and a fourth of them somewhat later. A little more
than half of them worked during a continuous stay, and roughly the
same number arrived in Haiti two or several times. Most stayed for
a week, and a few >10 days.

2.5. Survey questions

Our research questions generated eight survey questions: these
open-ended questions offering free-text responses are presented in
Table 2. Some of the questions were derived from two previous
journalist studies: a study of Norwegian journalists covering the
Tsunami disaster 2004 (Thoresen, 2007), and an interview study of
Swedish journalists covering the Gothenburg fire 1998 (Englund,
2018/2008).

In addition to the open-ended questions, two self-assessment
questionnaires were used for assessing self-reported mental health.
Self-assessment is a useful tool in addressing mental health
problems that otherwise may be difficult to identify by professionals
(Hankins, 2008).

The (GHQ-12;
Goldberg, 1972) was used to assess self-reported general mental
health. The GHQ-12 focuses on the inability to undertake normal
functions and the appearance of new and distressing phenomena

12-item General Health Questionnaire

(e.g., “Have you recently lost much sleep over worry?” and “Have
you recently felt constantly under strain?”) and is sensitive to
short-term disorders but not enduring attributes of the respondent
(Goldberg et al., 1997). The GHQ-12 is reliable and valid in
community samples in different cultural contexts (Furukawa and
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Goldberg, 1999). A sum score of the Likert-coded items (0-1-2-3)
was used for the calculation of mean values (range 0-36). The
GHQ scoring method with a cut-off at > 3 points was used to
estimate the proportion of respondents with a high likelihood of
poor mental health (Goldberg et al., 1997).

The six-item Impact of Event Scale (IES-6; Thoresen et al,
2010) is an abridged version of the Impact of Event Scale-Revised
(IES-R) and represents an attempt to devise a brief measure of
posttraumatic stress for use in epidemiologic surveys and as a
screening tool. The IES-6 includes two IES-R intrusion items, two
avoidance items, and two hyperarousal items (e.g., “I thought about

» o«

[the event] when I didn’t mean to”, “I felt watchful or on-guard”).
The respondent is asked to rate how distressing the reactions
pertaining to a specific event have been in the past 7 days, from
not at all (0) to extremely (4), yielding a total score between 0 and
24. A total score of > 15 is indicative of high levels of posttraumatic
stress (Arnberg et al., 2014).

There were four respondents who had missing responses on
four of the GHQ-12 items and one respondent who had missing
values on five items. The missing responses were imputed with the
nearest-neighbors method using the package VIM 6.1.0 (Kowarik
and Templ, 2016). R version 4.0.4 (R Core Team, 2021) was used

for the statistical analysis.

2.6. Analyses

A qualitative content analysis with a descriptive approach
(Vaismoradi et al., 2013) was made on the total body of written
survey responses to questions 1-7 in Table 2. At the outset, we
decided against including question 8 due to its dissimilarity as well
as its declarative rather than experiential content. A conventional
inductive content analysis was used with the intention to provide
knowledge, new insights and a practical guide to action (Elo
and Kyngis, 2008; Krippendorff, 2019). The analysis process
followed the model by Elo and Kyngis for inductive approach,
from “preparation” with selecting and sense making, through
“organizing” with coding, grouping, categorization and abstraction
to “reporting” or “resulting” by presenting themes and a model (Elo
and Kyngis, 2008). As a first step, all free-text responses were read
and re-read approximately ten times by the first author (LE) to get
a view of the total text body (Tesch, 2013). During last readings, LE
made mind-map notes and highlighted codes in the text. A coding
process with inductive approach followed as a next step, in which
LE identified meaning units and grouped them in subcategories
and categories (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). This step was also
processed by the co-author FKA as well as discussed within a wider
staff of researchers at a seminar, including the second co-author
KB]J. Subcategories and categories were shaped and revised during
a protracted period of time. These subcategories and categories
were developed inductively in the form of key thoughts generated
from the text through being organized into clusters (Ricci-Cabello
et al., 2017), where the categories were internally homogenous and
externally heterogeneous (Patton, 1987). Also, during this third
step coding cycle, co-author FKA took part in shaping and re-
shaping the clusters and development of the themes. The content
analysis proceeded across all seven questions simultaneously. The
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TABLE 3 Excerpt of the four levels in the content analysis of free-text responses after second cycle coding.

Meaning unit/code

Subcategory

Category

“I tried to avoid letting feelings affect my work”

Avoiding and suppress feelings

‘ Coping ‘ Managing the personal challenges

respondents, being expressive and fluent writers, tended to reply
wider than within the main topic of the open-ended question. Thus
related content could be found across the survey questions. These
rich and valuable written responses added great value to the study,
but placed high demands on the analysis process. The analysis was
concluded when the categories were deemed mutually exclusive
(Elo and Kyngds, 2008). The subcategories declared “In what
way?”, the categories intended to answer the question “What?” and
referred to a descriptive level of the content (Krippendorff, 2013).
The themes described an “aspect of the structure of experience”,
and answered the question “How?” (Van Manen, 1997; Graneheim
and Lundman, 2004). See Table 3 for an example of the coding.

Results are reported without personal identification because of
the small sample. Reporters and photographers were not reported
as separate categories and no distinction was made between
Swedish and Norwegian journalists due to the small sample. Media
agents/employers are never stated. The free-text responses are
quoted such that the anonymity of any respondent is protected.
Both brief quotes within body text and longer block quotes are used
to exemplify the subcategories.

3. Results

The number of respondents was 34 (Swedish n = 21 and
Norwegian n = 13), which meant a response rate of 71% (34 out
of 48). The majority of the respondents were men (n = 30) and
above 50 years old (n = 21). A majority (n = 22) were reporters,
and the rest were photographers, photojournalists or local-based
supervisor. The number of responses to the eight open-ended
questions were between n = 21 and n = 32. There was a great
variation between individual responses concerning the number of
words in each written comment.

The qualitative analysis of the seven main questions rendered
four themes and several sub-categories within each category. The
themes were: managing the situational challenges; managing the
professional challenges; managing the personal challenges; and
managing the experience (Table 4).

3.1. Managing the situational challenges

Theme 1 “Managing the situational challenges” relates to the
situational aspects on site, such as technicalities, practical issues and
social/collegial aspects. This theme connects to research question
#1 about the journalists’ experiences of the assignment and #2 about
how they organized their work on site.

In line with the difficult working conditions in disasters,
the respondents provided several examples of technical, practical,
and social aspects that were challenging. However, although the
respondents expressed frustration by technical problems that could
not be resolved, their responses also reflected their active attempts
to overcome each of these challenges, often taking help from
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TABLE 4 Themes, categories and subcategories of main research
questions.

Theme
(How?)

Category
(What?)

Subcategory
(In what way?)

Managing the Technicalities

situational challenges

Being properly equipped
Accepting and solving problems

Practical Working around the clock

Managing the time difference

Collegial Avoiding loneliness at work
Team working Collaborating

Cross Companies

Managing the Mission

professional challenges

Being at the center of an event
Feels the duty to inform
Wanting to do good

Approach Maintaining professional focus
Working hard

Getting support from leaders

Roles Being a skilful journalist

Balancing role conflicts

Managing the personal Traits Thinking safety and preparing
challenges well
Utilizing personal abilities

Emotions Keeping a cool head

Dealing with the compassion

Coping Avoiding and suppress feelings
Applying wishful thinking

Receiving social and peer support

Managing the
experience

Learning Carrying the lasting mental load

Deciding for future missions

Growth Gaining new insights
Life changing experience

Boosted self-confidence

colleagues within and outside their teams. The successful handling
of difficulties seemed to entail a sense of accomplishment that
remained after returning home from the disaster.

3.1.1. Technicalities
3.1.1.1. Being properly equipped

Technical preparations were reported as being of great
importance, such as in the response “you can never be
too prepared”.

In many ways, I got confirmation that mental and technical
preparations were crucial./.../The experience is that you can
never be totally prepared when everything falls apart as in Haiti.

The
communication systems, roads, airports and harbors, and

earthquake  ruined infrastructure  concerning
journalists had to report via few channels. Ill-functioning satellite

phones and internet connections was making transmission
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uncertain and affecting quality. Almost all respondents indicated
that the technical problems were very frustrating and challenging:

Contact with the home office was virtually non-existent,
mostly due to technical problems. So, I delivered my reports in
a vacuum, without knowing if they were received—or how they
were received by the editors.

Being properly equipped also means well prepared in many
ways. Earlier experiences are helpful:

As well as having planned for the worst scenario, for
instance, that you may not survive or, as it were, are not able
to report for lack of water.

3.1.1.2. Accepting and solving problems

Another topic emerging was the need for problem solving.
An expression also true for the journalists is that “need is the
mother of inventions”. “I came up with my own solutions to arising
problems”, was a strategy that virtually all applied. And also a
satisfaction with being able to solve the problems and to addressing

managements for future missions.

I did have technical problems but mostly managed to solve

them. Generally, it can be noted that technical solutions are

‘ often designed for the western world with functioning power

and internet. This is not the case in a disaster area. Technicians
should pay more attention to this situation.

Kindness and support from better-equipped colleagues was also
helpful to some. “Helpful colleagues with better equipment saved
me on several occasions”.

3.1.2. Practical
3.1.2.1. Working around the clock

Eating and sleeping well on the job was indicated to be of great
importance. Many felt that the demand to be available affected them
negatively; “Reporting all hours of day and night, very tiring”. Lack
of sleep was mentioned as a serious stress factor during the covered
period; “No sleep for five days”.

Colleagues at home forgot or ignored the time difference
and woke me up when I was sleeping.

Immediate deadlines are also an adding burden to time
difference and lack of sleep.
A tough demand, bud at the same time understandable.

At a news agency we are also expected to do things as
quickly as possible. Deadline is also five minutes ago.

3.1.2.2. Managing the time difference

The time difference led to a challenging working situation “...
it meant that we had to get up in the middle of the night to do the
live items, which in turn led to sleep deprivation”.
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Time difference meant more pressure with live broadcasts
in the middle of the nights and sometimes also more stressful
in day production.

Arriving from another time zone and immediately having to
start reporting was also a stress factor:

Deadline in the wrong direction. Had to deliver TV clips
before 12:00 to the main broadcast. Live to the morning
broadcast in the night.

In various degrees, respondents conveyed that they were used
to reporting across time zones:

Radio staff are used to this kind of problem since we often
report live in different programs.

3.1.3. Collegial
3.1.3.1. Avoiding loneliness at work

A handful of journalists indicated that they were the single
correspondent for their media company “which was a social
challenge”. “In Haiti, it was a great challenge not to have a partner
to work with:

It made it much more difficult because of the safety
challenges. I had to rely on finding other journalists to team
up with. This was not always easy, and it took time.

A way of handling the situation of being alone without
company colleagues or a team on site was to collaborate with
other Scandinavian media company colleagues and colleagues from
other countries, as well as rescue staff members. Respondents
valued being part of a human group and “chatting with colleagues”
were mentioned:

We tried to have dinner together and talking through what
had happen in the day. Snacks and briefing with colleagues in
the evenings solved any problem.

Cooperation with other professional groups, such as
responders, health care staff and volunteer organizations, was
judged to be good; “Very good to share the work and the pressure

that comes with such news events”.

3.1.3.2. Team working

The majority—nearly eight out of ten—worked in teams
with a permanent reporter and photographer respectively during
the stay in Haiti, and found it “of great importance”. Team
cooperation was perceived as central, positive and leading to
a better result. “This was a great help, practically and also in
terms of ideas”. Amassed experience can be even greater. Many
underlined the benefits of teamwork in terms of “competence,
judgement, and comfort”. Teamwork was natural for some, also in
daily life.
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For me personally it was more or less a necessity to be a
team to manage this difficult task.

Having someone more experienced by ones side, was of great
value. “It is often easier to work with someone you know and who
knows what the employer expects”, and “it also feels safer for me as
a reporter to have an experienced traveling companion”.

The photographer had long experience of war and
disasters. Besides, it was nice to have someone to share
everything with.

The comfort of working together with a familiar person was
emphasized. Knowing and understanding each other’s reactions in
a crisis was of great importance.

Important to work with colleagues you know well. Then
you know how they will react in different situations

On these kinds of news coverings, reporters and photographers
come to be very close: “The contact is better than we work together
athome” and “... then it is better to be two in this kind of situation.
We can support each other.”

3.1.3.3. Collaborating cross companies

There was some degree of cooperation with colleagues from
other media employers. A few stated that this took place to a
great extent, while the majority stated that it was rare and to a
lesser extent.

The size of the teams that media companies had access to in
Haiti varied. Most companies had a staff of two-three people there,
while some were represented by five people or more. Only one of
the journalists on site had a local editor in Haiti. All the others
reported to their home offices.

Collegial support was also given weight—in terms of
psychology, practicality and safety.

support each  other logistically—get

food/water/sleep etc, but also psychologically and for

We can

safety reasons.

Not just Scandinavian colleagues, but also correspondents from
other countries and so-called “local fixers” (common expression
among foreign correspondents and reporters) were of great value.

To work with a local man who knew the country, knew
where to go, had good contacts.

3.2. Managing the professional challenges

Theme 2 “Managing the professional challenges” relates to the
journalistic duty on site, such as the medias’ mission, journalistic
approach—to the job, to victims and other actors—and the
journalistic role and in some cases role conflicts. This theme
connects to research question #1 about the journalists’ experiences
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of the assignment and #2 about how they did organize their work
on site.

Personal factors drove respondents’ reasons for going on
the mission. Examples of this could be personal values, such
as the prospect of taking on a real challenge or their moral
compass. Nonetheless, when on site, respondents highlighted their
professional role and skills to manage the challenges of the mission.
The suppression of their personal role at the disaster site was
deemed necessary due to the overwhelming needs among the
victims, a “sea of suffering”. Simultaneous activation of the personal
and the professional role was seen as something that led to an
inner conflict.

3.2.1. Mission
3.2.1.1. Being at the center of an event

Regarding the decision to go, the responses highlighted the
size and importance of the event, and the Haiti earthquake was
a news event with massive consequences. The challenging idea to
be where something important happens was mentioned by several
respondents, “to be at the center of a news event”. Many argued that
it was part of their area of responsibility (read: an implicitly given
task and not an active choice): “I knew why I was there, and thought
I made a good job”.

Being on site felt meaningful but rewarding: “An important
course of events to cover, but felt personally powerless”.

It was one of the absolute toughest missions I've been on.
At the same time it was very rewarding to report on something
so important.

Being in the middle of the terribly strong impressions
sharpened all senses:

There are few times when you are as present in your
profession as while working in a disaster area.

Despite being a heavy duty, journalists’ were very eager to go:

I think it was a must as a journalist to cover this disaster.
It was burdensome on many levels, but I don’t regret going
there for a second. I'm still frustrated that the boss didn’t let
me go earlier (it took a week before I was cleared to go, for
safety reasons).

3.2.1.2. Feels the duty to inform
Having the chance to raise public opinion through journalism
was mentioned as an argument:

I wanted to go to make my/our readers understand how
important it is to help. To tell the world about the need for help.

Reporting can also be seen as a responsibility, or as one of the
journalists put it, a moral duty:

I have traveled regularly in Haiti since 1986. It seemed like
a moral duty for me to be there.
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Practical factors, such as being able to take off at short notice,
were also influential, as was being early with reports:

Satisfied with being among the first in the area. It felt
extremely great to be the first with a report home, which was
a challenge due to the difficulty of communicating via phone
and email. I felt it was important to tell about what happened.
It was also important for the sake of those affected.

3.2.1.3. Wanting to do good
Simply concentrating on doing a good job for a good purpose
was also a driving force:

To convey this horrible disaster in the best possible way to
the TV viewers.

Most of the respondents reported that they were highly engaged
in the fate of the survivors, and “also felt the affected Haitians
respected the job I did”.

Many stated that being part of human aid, made the working
situation somehow feel a bit better:

I was thinking that the job we were doing was in the
interest of all the afflicted people.

But not all put “doing good” in the first place. Journalism first:

You are not there to help—because then you would drown

in human fate and never have time to report.

3.2.2. Approach
3.2.2.1. Maintaining a professional focus

The “professional filter” was mentioned as the most important
factor during the journalistic mission.

If you go in to just be a reporter—that is, eyes and ears—
and describe what you see and hear, you “tune out” in the role

‘ of trying to be some kind of aid worker. It is a difficult balancing
act, but if you simultaneously see that what you report on can
lead to improvements for those affected, it becomes easier.

Respondents stated that they to a great extent had to “maintain
the professional approach”™

Focusing on the job and keeping up talking with the
afflicted to show that I cared about them.

3.2.2.2. Working hard

Another way of focusing and managing mentioned was to work
hard and keep going forward: “I concentrated on the next report”,
or as expressed in the following response:

My way of coping with the situation was simply to work
really hard. Reporting home as much as possible/.../doing my
best to describe individual fates as well as the bigger picture of
the disaster.
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A pragmatic approach was helpful to keep the journalists
on track. Just being a journalist, even if it was difficult: “T felt
professional, focused, effective, quick and exhausted”.

3.2.2.3. Getting support from leaders

The importance of clear job instructions from the editorial staff
was highlighted as a way of helping the journalists to focus on the
task. Clear instructions, preparation and good leadership on the
part of the employer were emphasized:

The importance of knowing what the editorial staff

expect of you. Not expecting a full and complete picture to
be delivered.

A committed management helps strengthening:

That time the boss called and asked how I was seemed

really important actually.

For more input regarding leadership, instructions and
collaboration with editor-in-chiefs, see Appendix.

3.2.3. Roles
3.2.3.1. Being a skillful journalist

Many stated the importance of being part of a coverage that
would be executed properly, “doing as good a job as possible”, and
with high quality: “Important to cover this event skilfully”.

I know that I can both handle and do a good job in this
kind of situation.

Several emphasized that this event also required experience of
both previous disaster coverage and of reporting on Haiti:

I knew I would do a good job, because Haiti is close to my
area of responsibility.

Also working with a skilful colleague in the team, strengthens
the own journalistic role:

This is important to my newspaper because we give great
weight to good pictures.

3.2.3.2. Balancing role conflicts

Most of the respondents reported that they were highly engaged
in the fate of the survivors. Being a journalist and being a private
person and a fellow human being could lead to a moral conflict,
“A strong emotional dilemma”, but “in all assignments in crisis
situations, I try to be both a reporter and a fellow human being”:

These roles are intimately associated with each other even
in everyday life. Being a “fellow human being” is no different
from being a “professional”. On the contrary, without being a
fellow human being, you are not a professional.
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In some cases, the closeness to disaster victims also stretched
the journalists’ own boundaries between roles.

For the first few days I lived, completely involuntarily,

in a tent camp together with the people affected. That

experience was important for forming human ties beyond the
“news situation”.

But adjustments to the situation were also reported. One
respondent stated:

It is not possible to be either one or the other. To get
something, you also have to give something, and to be human.

Keeping up the professional work and letting the job come first
while victims were suffering involved a huge emotional challenge:

A fierce emotional dilemma. Arrived before aid workers,
but had to do my job instead of helping severely injured people.
Worked in a sea of human suffering.

3.3. Managing the personal challenges

Theme 3 “Managing the personal challenges” relates to the
journalist as individual human being, illustrated by aspects like
traits, emotions and the ability to cope with stress and pressure
on site. This theme connects to research question #1 about the
journalists’ experiences of the assignment. It also connects to the
quantitative measures of self-reported levels of general mental
health and posttraumatic stress (see Section 3.5.).

Several strategies to address personal challenges while
separating the personal and professional roles were described by
the respondents. They indicated that previous experience was
generally beneficial. Notably, they suggested that by separating
their personal and professional roles personal challenges could
be managed by keeping their emotions under control during
working hours, and then using various strategies to allow for
recuperation between work shifts. The respondents cited strategies
ranging from psychological, social, and contextual approaches,
all mindfully used by them to cope with how the disaster affected
them personally.

3.3.1. Traits
3.3.1.1. Thinking safety and preparing well

Some respondents also emphasized the importance of previous
experiences, that is, being “prepared for the worst”, properly
equipped and safety conscious:

To start with, you know that you should be well prepared
regarding clothing, feelings and health.

Using my experience from previous coverage. Personal
safety is important. And preparation.

Preparation is fundamental, but not always completely possible:
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We prepared well for being able to cope on our own. We
lacked some equipment, but this went beyond to some extent.

3.3.1.2. Utilizing personal abilities

The reasons for sending a specific journalist to the earthquake
disaster area varied. The most common reason reported was
the person’s previous experience of similar assignments, being
psychologically and mentally equipped.

All previous experiences provide knowledge that helps to
make you strong enough to face the misery again. The first time
is always the worst.

Mental preparedness for similar events was mentioned, as well
as learning to tackle a job under very difficult circumstances.

Also, it’s useful to have experience of your own reactions or
behavior in a crisis situation, psychologically speaking. Even if it’s
impossible to prepare enough when you face the pain of others.

Dead bodies are not the worst, but the very pain you can
see in others.

Personal capacity to meet a traumatic event helps, but is not an
armor, because “you may not be as stress resistant as you think”.

3.3.2. Emotions
3.3.2.1. Keeping a cool head

Strategies applied were being observant of their own reactions,
looking ahead and trying to see hope, like “taking it easy”, “working
normally” and “staying calm”. But it was not always easy to keep the

cool head up:

It is possible to carry out a news reporting surrounded by
so much suffering, but it's something I will never be able to keep
up completely at a distance.

3.3.2.2. Dealing with the compassion

One topic reported was the experience of powerlessness when
confronted with the needs; “accepting the situation and making the
best of situation”. Talking to the afflicted was not only a burden but
also a way of managing the own compassion:

Keeping up talking with the afflicted to show that you care
about them.

There was generally mixed feelings of being burdened but at the
same time thankful when working in this community devastated by
disaster, and yet being able to keep a head high.

It was a matter of finding hope in all the misery,
people’s dreams and highlight this in my reports, not only
misery journalism.
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3.3.3. Coping
3.3.3.1. Avoiding and suppress feelings

A strategy reported by many, but still to a limited extent,
was avoidance; “I tried to avoid letting feelings affect my work”.
In addition, geographical distancing offered an opportunity for
mind distancing. Leaving the disaster area to “change scene” in the
evening was seen by someone as a relief:

Welived a bit outside of the actual disaster area. It probably
helped that we left Port-au-Prince every afternoon.

Self-medication as avoidance behavior was mentioned by a very
few, as an effort to suppress feelings:

I tried to feel better by having a drink or something.

3.3.3.2. Applying wishful thinking

The method of mentally try to escape and “...
arose, I hoped that they would pass or disappear”, was applied by
some respondents. Similarly, fantasies “of how it would end” was

if problems

mentioned as a way of coping with the situation:

I daydreamed and escaped to a better time and place than
I was in now during this disaster.

3.3.3.3. Receiving social and peer support

As for the collegial aspects of managing the situational
challenges (3.1.3.), the social networks of colleagues were
mentioned as very important for coping mentally with
the situation.

I have experienced many disasters before Haiti, but what
Haiti has taught me is the enormous need of being able to live
in normal human relationships during the event. That's where
survival energy is, and to see dimensions beyond immediacy.

I lived with a group of Mexican colleagues. We
spent the days together, slept together and became each
other’s confessors.

3.4. Managing the experience

Theme 4 “Managing the experience” relates to how the
journalist, personally and professionally, managed in the longer
term by growing and learning from working and reporting from
such an event. In some ways it relates to the journalists’ resilience.
This theme connects to research question #4 about the most
important learning outcomes from the mission. It also connects
to the open-ended question (Q8, Table 2) that was not included
in the content analysis, but is summarized in Appendix: “What
advice would you give your editors and managers when it comes
to taking good care of their employee/s in a similar event?”. This
advice checklist in Appendix can also be seen as an extension of
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the perceived learning the journalists expressed on a more personal
level within the theme here presented.

In retrospect, although the respondents noted that the
experience had both professional and personal consequences for
them, the personal consequences seemed to be slightly more
predominant. These consequences were both positive and negative,
and were related to the respondents’ reasons for going on a mission.
The majority of them perceived that they were able to manage the
negative consequences, which was corroborated by their self-rated
mental health reports.

3.4.1. Learning
3.4.1.1. Carrying the lasting mental load

A heavy thing to learn and bear is how to carry the
psychological impact.

I am well prepared for this difficult situation, and
now know from experience that I can handle it. But this
time the impressions probably exceeded anything else I
have experienced.

Some respondents reported an increased sensitivity to the
stench of death, which became a lasting imprint:

In addition, the only “damage” I have suffered after Haiti
is a greater sensitivity to odors. The stench of dead bodies was

‘ bad, and therefore I react more to rotten smell than before. But
it’s not bad enough to be a problem.

3.4.1.2. Deciding for future missions

There were many things to learn from, and to make decisions
about for upcoming assignments, e.g. “you must constantly be
prepared for re-prioritization”, and don’t stay too long:

You simply can’t bear to report for more than about 10
days straight—but then you can get out completely—that’s the
whole strategy. An aid worker can be there for a longer time.

Media people are privileged. We can go from there.

And more elementary, practical learnings:

When I go out now, I bring more medical products.

An observation made was that this was an experience that one
could do without, stated as follows:

I wouldn’t dream of doing it again—covering other
disaster zones.

More experiences on the topic learning can be found in
Appendix with journalists’ recommendations to editor-in-chiefs,
for the future.
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3.4.2. Growth
3.4.2.1. Gaining new insights

Another observation was that it had been an educational
assignment. Reporting from a disaster area was described as hard
but also inspiring and developing:

However horrible it sounds... I like working in disaster-like
situations. You get close to yourself, you are put to the test of
performing your profession under pressure. And you grow if
you succeed.

The most important experience is that I (since this was
my first disaster assignment) learnt a lot that will be useful in

future assignments.

Respondents also stated: “Never regret going”. It was clearly
a difficult but also an important job, demanding on many
levels, but still no regrets about having gone. Another learning
experience was the importance of being ethical. Attitudes to
afflicted people taught them a lesson for the future. Examples
were given that the last thing human beings lose is dignity,
which is important to remember when covering a disaster far
from home.

One aspect of learning reported was that the mission provided
a broader view and a better understanding of this type of country
and its conditions:

Insight into how things work, or rather not work in a
“failed state” like Haiti, into how important political, long-
term solutions are to human problems. Solutions lifting people,
providing education and moving things ahead.

3.4.2.2. Life changing experience

Another topic that appeared was a changed attitude toward life,
a broadened life perspective as a powerful manifestation of how
transforming the reporting job could be, and that the experience
affected the journalists in various ways:

The earthquake opened my eyes, and the eyes of many
others, to what is going on in one of the poorest and most
corrupt countries in the world.

Also, it gives a feeling of doing something worthwhile, for
example, reporting that plundering was not all as common as

stated in the major media all over the world.

3.4.2.3. Boosted self-confidence
Some were surprised by their own mental endurance and
resistance, and grateful for being there:

I got yet another proof that I can manage reporting from a
disaster area both privately and professionally.

My daily life ...
do best.

It was a tough challenge for which ’'m thankful I had a

sounds weird, but these are the jobs I

crack at.

Working alone may certainly place demands on mental
strength. Managing such a situation with good outcomes
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strengthened self-confidence and increased self-awareness, which
gave a good feeling for similar jobs in the future:

Regarding my profession, this was my first experience
of having to work completely alone in an acute and
stressful situation where I was expected to be both reporter,
photographer and editor and to deliver at least one report a
day. The pressure was enormous, but I managed and that has
boosted my self-confidence.

3.5. Self-reported mental health

In addition to the open-ended questions, the respondents
answered to two self-assessment questionnaires on mental health.
The answers provide context to the content analysis. The results
regarding the self-reported levels of general mental health and
posttraumatic stress are subject to caution due to the small
sample size as indicated by the wide confidence intervals around
the proportions.

For self-reported general mental health, encompassing
questions about depressive and anxious reactions in the past 2
weeks that negatively influences one’s ability to undertake normal
functions, the GHQ-12 mean score was 22.1 (SD = 3.5; range =
18-35). There were three respondents whose scores indicated a
high likelihood of poor mental health (8.8%; 95% CI: 0.0%, 18.3%),
suggesting a level of distress that may deserve clinical attention.

Self-reported posttraumatic stress encompasses the experience
of event-related distressing reactions including intrusive mental
images, increased arousal both generally and to reminders of
the event, and a tendency to avoid stimuli related to the event.
The mean score on IES-6 was 10.7 (SD = 3.4, range = 6-21),
suggesting low levels of posttraumatic stress overall. There were five
respondents whose responses indicated high levels of posttraumatic
stress (14.7%; 95% CI 2.8%, 26.6%).

In combination, the responses from four out of five respondents
(n = 28; 82%; 95% CI: 69.5%, 95.2%) indicated low risk for both
poor mental health and posttraumatic stress.

4. Discussion

The content analysis rendered four main themes: situational,
professional, and personal management, and experiential learning
outcomes in the longer term. Although the circumstances during
the Haiti media reporting in 2010 were challenging, most
responders seemed to experience the assignment as important, as
a moral duty to inform about, as meaningful, and as worthwhile.
This outcome is in line with conclusions from an earlier study on
rescue staff and media personnel at disasters (Thoresen et al., 2009).
Specific preparations seem to be an important factor to reduce
stress (ibid.).

Together
health,
the self-reported quantitative measures on mental health,

with  the of mental

a fifth topic “Managing the trauma”, based on

quantitative measures

generated a model (Figurel) summarizing journalists’
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The five boxes in the model aims to show aspects of journalists’
challenges and management. They also respond to the four
research questions:

1. How did the journalists experience the assignment?
The journalists’ total experiences of the challenging reporting
from Haiti, can mainly be found in three of five themes: the
personal, situational and professional challenges.

2. How did they organize the work on site?
Mainly two themes helps to describe how the journalists’
organized the work on site: The theme “Managing the
situational challenges” expresses technically, practically and
collegial challenges and solutions. “Managing the professional
challenges” describes how they experienced the mission,
approach to the assignment and roles on site.

3. How did they cope and manage the situation?
The theme “Managing the personal challenges” replies to
the question how they coped with the personal challenges.
Besides the fifth theme shaped by the quantitative survey
responses about mental health, also helps to answer the third
research question.

4. What was the most important learning outcomes?
The theme “Managing the experience”, with expressions
about learning and growth, helps to answer the fourth
research question. In addition, the Appendix with the
journalists’ free-text responses on the option to give some
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recommendations for managers and editor-in-chiefs, constitutes
an important contribution to the learning outcomes from the
Haiti media coverage.

The post-disaster situation in Haiti involved great technical,
practical, organizational and psychosocial challenges. Being
properly equipped and prepared was seen as important. Many
of the journalists mentioned never-ending deadlines and also
being alone at work, as stressors. Giving opportunities to rest
alone should not be confused with the feeling of loneliness
at work for those who lack a colleague. Newsroom managers
have an opportunity, or responsibility to mitigate distress
responses by allowing time to rest and detach from reality to
prevent distress.

The journalists’ management of the professional perspective,
seen as a mission, included the subcategories feeling obliged to
inform; doing something good; and being at the center of the
event. Being professional also seemed to include working hard
and balancing the professional role and the private role, which
otherwise might evoke moral dilemmas. Similar role conflicts and
moral dilemmas are noted in some previous studies (Backholm and
Idas, 2015; Englund, 2018/2008). In this study, respondents also
mentioned the importance of being human and showing a human
side, while keeping the reason for doing the job in mind. What may
prevent journalists from helping victims on the scene may be their
belief that the journalistic mission is as crucial as the mission of
any other first responder, as indicated in a study of the Oklahoma
bombings (McCaffrey, 2021).
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A professional issue in our study was the necessity of good
preparation as well as clear instructions and good leadership from
the editorial staff. It has been shown that lack of preparation
and a low degree of role clarity are associated with a sense of
lack of control and a higher rate of PTSD. This is even more
the case among nonprofessional volunteers than among trained
rescue workers (Mao et al., 2018). Conversely, role clarity has been
associated with a feeling of control which could boost the resilience
to psychological distress among rescue workers (Pedersen et al.,
2016). Due to limited training for disasters and rescue operations
among journalists and media companies, media professionals may
be seen as similar to volunteers when it comes to preparedness,
exposure, resilience, etc.

The journalist at work is also a private person in action.
The separation between personal and professional roles was noted
in several ways and the personal challenges emerged as a third
theme. Traits like self-awareness, sensitivity to stress, security
thinking, coping ability and use of social and peer support were
common subcategories in the responses of the respondents. Aspects
concerning coping presented both emotion-focused coping and
problem-focused coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).

Way of coping, mainly problem-focused, seems to matter for
the management and recovery after work-related traumatic events
(Yang and Ha, 2019). A previous study concluded that avoidant
emotional coping (Suls and Fletcher, 1985) was common among
journalists covering trauma-related stories. Journalists reporting
greater symptoms of PTSD and who used avoidant coping
indicated the strongest predictor of psychological strain, followed
by organizational stressors, and the intensity of exposure to work-
related stressors. Avoidant coping may be adaptive during a mission
to cover the event (staying focused etc.), but may be maladaptive
in the longer term (Smith et al., 2018). An earlier study of a
Swedish disaster event suggests that so-called coping competence
may explain how a journalist reacts and is able to cope in such a
situation (Englund, 2018/2008).

Most respondents in our study had responses indicating
low risk for both poor mental health and posttraumatic stress.
Managing the psychological reactions on to the traumatic event
may still be the most personal challenging aspect of the mission.
Self-reinforcement, and the need to search for hope in the reported
stories appeared to be such aspects, along with the professional
challenges of keeping a cool head, maintaining a professional
approach and suppressing personal feelings. Similar tendencies are
shown in studies on health staff in disasters, indicating that faith
could be an important coping mechanism (Gil Cuesta et al., 2018).
Other studies from natural disasters also indicate that the level of
stress reactions among journalists and other disaster workers can
be relatively low, which may indicate that personnel at disaster
sites often are able to cope well with the challenges of the situation
(Thoresen et al., 2009). Notably, it has also been reported that
journalists may experience high levels of posttraumatic stress,
similar to victims physically involved in traumatic events such as
natural disasters (McMahon, 2001).

Indeed, a handful of Scandinavian journalists in our study
had responses indicating a risk for poor mental health and
posttraumatic stress, suggesting that for some, the consequences of
the reporting assignment had been difficult. Studies of journalists
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covering war suggest that reporters and photographers may suffer
psychologically from their work in zones of conflict (Feinstein and
Starr, 2015; Lee et al., 2018; Osmann et al., 2020b; Peralta Garcia
and Ouariachi, 2021). They appear to be particularly vulnerable to
the development of depression. In addition, work-related exposure
to events involving death and injury seems to be important for
understanding the risk for PTSD in journalists (Pyevich et al,
2003).

Understanding the organizational climate journalists are
working in, as well as the manner in which journalists manage
work-related stressors, is important in the development of a
more comprehensive model of who may develop work-related
psychological symptoms. This knowledge is an opportunity for
news organizations to learn and prepare their staff before going to
a disaster area to cover a traumatic event (Smith et al., 2018).

The fourth theme, managing the experience from disaster
coverage over time, generated categories of both learning and
growth. On the one hand, many respondents seemed to have
experienced mental and personal growth after the event, and
described it as educational and insightful, meaningful and life
changing. Some responses indicated that the mission had given
a boosted self-confidence. In contrast, for others the experience
rendered a decision never to go on such a mission again. Similarly, a
recent study of war correspondents found that they were excited by
the experience of war and seeking adventure (van der Hoeven and
Kester, 2020). Just as war may be “a stimulant” (Feinstein, 2006), so
can disaster journalism be a stimulant, beside personal ambitions
and the opportunity to witness history in the making. But those
driving forces may also have negative consequences like the death
of a colleague or private financial problems (van der Hoeven and
Kester, 2020).

Still, media companies might have a way to go in improving
planning for disaster reporting and to prevent psychological
consequences among their employees. As long as studies show
that journalists lack preparation, instructions, communication,
support and follow-ups by their managers, there is need for
organizational learning and better crisis management within
the media. The occupational risk of PTSD among journalists
can possibly be counter-acted by news organizations and
journalist educational institutions through effective prevention and
intervention strategies. A few studies highlight the need for training
and education regarding trauma, coping skills/resiliency building
and safety. Of great importance is psychological preparation and
consistent and supportive organizational climate. Well prepared
journalists may deliver high quality news with less risk for
negative psychological consequences (Monteiro, 2018; Smith et al.,
2018).

Among the lessons learned from the Haiti media coverage,
the importance of training and organizational learning becomes
clear. Organizational mechanisms to detect and treat those in
need are suggested (Feinstein and Owen, 2013; Feinstein and
Starr, 2015). Organizational and individual training and learning
could contain basic knowledge about psychotraumatology, what
in earlier studies has been called “emotional literacy” (Richards
and Rees, 2011). Also a “coping competence”, specific to the
professional assignment, may be possible to achieve through
training and experience (Englund, 2018/2008). Preparing for
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unforeseen events is also influenced by the organization’s level
of competence, plans, exercises and capacity for organizational
improvisation (Argyris and Schon, 1995; Herberg et al., 2019).
At the same time, planning and preparing may lead to a false
sense of security (Boin and Lagadec, 2000; Herberg et al,
2019).

Previous studies of other occupational groups, such as rescue
workers, suggest that a stringent employment selection process,
and, later on, continuous training, make the personnel well
prepared and more resilient to chaotic and traumatic missions
(Mao et al, 2018). Training is also shown to have the most
consistent mitigating effect on aid workers’ burnout and PTSD
symptoms (Kroll et al., 2021). In addition, job pride may be a
protective factor against burnout and PTSD (ibid.), which is in
line with the journalists’ statements after the Haiti earthquake
coverage. Further factors that have been mentioned as important
for coping and recovery after a disaster are passion for the
profession, a strong sense of purpose with their work, the mission
to educate and enlighten the audience, a necessary ego strength,
specific intellectual skills, creative capacities and life experiences
(Himmelstein and Faithorn, 2002).

4.1. Limitations

Our approach was to take a general look at what kind
of content journalists include in their free-text responses, and
so the study design precluded a more in-depth analysis of a
particular topic. The web survey method gave no opportunity to
ask respondents for clarifications and feedback, which prevented
in-depth qualitative analysis. Nevertheless, it is quite rare to extract
this kind of information from one event, and from this kind of
occupational group, representing two nationalities. The volume of
free-text responses in this survey was impressive, and the density
of information was very high. In addition, the response rate of the
open-ended questions was very high. Further, we note that the data
were primarily analyzed by the first author (LE) and it is important
to be mindful of the risks that arise from the lack of corroboration
during significant parts of the analysis. However, reconciliations
and working labs have been regularly held with co-author FKA
who took part of re-analyzing cycles and co-author KBJ to discuss
considerations regarding clustering.

As for the quantitative measures, they contribute information
about the tendencies of the psychological load on the sample
while interpretations of the statistics should be done keeping in
mind the wide confidence intervals. Although the sample included
responses from a large proportion of all present Scandinavian
journalists at the event, the sample was small, limited by the
number of professionals from two small countries. In addition,
this was a cross-sectional study, and no follow-up over time
has been done. The experiences thus constitute snapshots, but
still convey an important and unique picture. Finally, it should
be noted that the data were collected in 2010 and possibly
the challenges that journalists experience today are different.
Nonetheless, these findings may serve an important comparative
purpose for future studies.

Frontiersin Communication

10.3389/fcomm.2023.1060169

4.2. Practical implications and suggestions
for future research

A higher awareness of potential stress reactions among
journalists is an important part of the planning for organizational
support to provide psychological relief among those affected
(WHO, 2013; Mao et al,, 2018). Understanding the professional
factors contributing to psychological effects after covering
traumatic events may help newsroom managers establish
the types of working environments that mitigate potential
negative consequences and enable more resilient staff, and
in the longer term may also ensure a better reporting from
traumatic events (Dworznik, 2018). Promoting high levels
of social support to staff in difficult working conditions
should be prioritized, especially when the individual lacks
the competence to handle the challenges (Herberg et al,
2019).

Newsroom managers have an opportunity, or responsibility,
to mitigate distress responses by allowing time to rest and detach
from reality to prevent distress. This could be done by creating a
critical incident schedule that includes consistent breaks and time
off (Dworznik-Hoak, 2020b). After the disaster, one method that
has been suggested is doing “lessons-learned exercises”—scheduled
talks between journalist and editor-for evaluating and learning
from the assignment. The outcome of the study may also be helpful
to form a basis for making professional and organizational norms
and guidelines for disaster media coverage (Englund, 2018/2008;
Dworznik-Hoak, 2020a).

Despite the increased knowledge in the field of trauma
journalism during the past decades, it is still rare in journalism
programs at universities to teach trauma reporting, including
interviewing victims and coping with trauma (Dworznik
and Garvey, 2019; McCaffrey, 2021). The findings of this
study may serve to facilitate such educational activities. As
noted, organizational and individual training and learning
may benefit from including “emotional literacy” (Richards
and Rees, 2011) and (Englund,
2018/2008).

In addition, clinicians may increase awareness of situations

“coping competence”

when journalists become secondary victims. Preparedness
programs based on experiences from previous disasters is
another example (Gil Cuesta et al., 2018). Awareness among
communication managers of the important roles of media and
journalists may be an important factor due to the complex, intense
and vulnerable flow of communication during disasters. Disaster
preparedness plans may benefit from including media as an actor,
journalists as an occupational group on site and the importance of
good media relations and media management.

Further research should be done to increase our knowledge
about the

journalists—before, during and after disaster coverage. Newsroom

need for training, preparing and supporting
managements and editors may benefit from evidence-based
routines and guidelines for trauma journalism at disasters. It could
also be interesting with future similar studies on a larger sample of
respondents from several countries, e.g. by in-depth interviews to

learn more about nuances in journalists’ experiences.
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Theoretically, there is an open window for future research
on disaster journalism as a part of disaster communication
Thus
approached
with
From a

systems and disaster communication preparedness.
far, trauma
within the

theoretical

journalism has mainly been

field of psychology, and some studies

frameworks from journalism studies.
multidisciplinary point of view, medias’ work in disasters
should not be explored in isolation, but also as a key factor
in the societal communication, preparedness and response
to disasters.

An interesting idea for future studies could be to apply the
Haddon Matrix on disaster media coverage (trauma journalism).
The Haddon Matrix has primarily been used for injury prevention,
but also applied to public health preparedness (Barnett et al., 2005)
and frontline care staff (Salio et al., 2022). Also, the outcome of our
present study could be relevant to analyze with the Haddon Matrix
framework; pre-event, event and post-event related to contributing
and influencing factors. The journalists recommendations to
editors and managers (see the Appendix) give a small hint in

that direction.

4.3. Conclusion

This study provides a first glimpse into a combination of
personal and professional perspectives on covering a serious
natural disaster event through journalists’ experiences with their
own words. The model presented above (Figure 1) should be seen
as a first draft explanatory model, in need of future revision based
on more extensive research.

In summary, the level of professionalism, coping abilities and
resilience was high among the respondents, despite being an
occupational group with the mission to witness and report under
very difficult circumstances. Most respondents showed few signs of
posttraumatic stress or poor mental health. Still, some individuals
provided responses that may deserve clinical attention.

Finally, covering a major disaster like the Haiti earthquake, can
be experienced as an eye opening and a life-changing event for
journalists on site. The mission can broaden life perspectives and be
educational, insightful, inspiring and developing as well as a proof
of one’s own capacity, which can boost self-confidence. At the same
time, an experience like the one from Haiti can be a burden to bear,
and can cause a strong impact in the memory lasting for several
years. Some reporters and photographers may react with saying
“never again”. Others might say “never regret” and would decide
to go again.
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