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Abstract 

Trauma is something that journalists experience daily. From reporting at house fires to covering 

homicides to interviewing sexual assault victims, each of these trauma situations needs to be 

handled correctly to minimize negative effects on journalists, interviewees, and the general 

public. However, based on national data, it’s this kind of trauma that young journalists are not 

prepared to handle due to one main factor: a lack of trauma journalism education in even the 

leading schools in journalism education programs in the nation. Through personal interviews, 

this short study showcases three main things: a) how well the Ball State Department of 

Journalism has educated recent alumni on trauma journalism, b) identifies the types of trauma 

situations these young journalists have encountered and c) produces recommendations as to ways 

the program could improve their journalism education program.  
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Introduction 

It’s no secret that journalists cover various types of trauma while in their field. Not just 

worldwide trauma such as terrorist attacks, economic collapses, and wars, but also local trauma, 

such as murders, robbings, and weather disasters. 

 

It’s during these times that journalists learn the trauma they cover can not only take a toll 

professionally but personally as well, leaving behind negative emotions and feelings for the rest 

of a media professional's life (Seely, 2019).  

 

But before journalists come to this realization, they sit in classes like everyone else at colleges 

across the nation. These colleges pride themselves on being top-tier schools for journalism, 

telecommunications, broadcast journalism, and everything in between. They boast about expert 

professors, high-quality teaching mechanisms, and a highly successful job force of alumni. 

While all of this may be true, they are lacking in one main area: trauma journalism education. 

Many do not offer any course, lesson, or reading over the powerful connection between trauma 

and journalism and how the experiences that journalists have in the field will affect them daily 

(Dworznik, (2019).  

 

Why is this? Is it simple oversight? Is it a lack of education overall, not just in the students 

themselves but also in the educators? And taking all of this into consideration, how do the 

alumni of these programs think their schools truly did in preparing them for the field if they 

didn’t teach them a top skill that’s needed to truly be an aware, skilled, and truthful reporter for 

the public? 
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When Alumni Speak 

The sources who were interviewed for the following sections of discussion are all alumni of the 

Ball State University College of Communication, Information and Media who have graduated 

within the last five years. More specifically, they all were graduates of the Department of 

Journalism, with some having accompanying minors or majors in alternate languages besides 

English. The sources cover three states due to their current work positions, and all are actively 

working in the field in various positions.  

 

The Lack of Trauma Journalism Education and Ball State University 

It wasn’t until around 2001 that journalists began to talk about the stress that came with their job. 

Those conversations then morphed into something that continued to grow, becoming a monster 

that showcased that the job of being a journalist, no matter what level, took a negative effect on 

one’s mental state (Simpson & Coté, 2006). 

 

As conversations grew, more journalists began to realize it was something that was never taught 

to them in the first place — understanding and handling trauma as a journalist. It brought to light 

that although journalists spent their lives on the front lines of wars, disasters, and the most 

despicable acts of humankind, they were still humans first, fully susceptible to lifetime effects of 

PTSD (Backholm & Björkqvist, 2012). Not only when it comes to events such as school 

shootings and war, but especially when it came to local stories about people they could know or 

connect with in an emphatic way.  
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It’s because of this that colleges across the nation started making the effort to do better when it 

came to trauma education for young journalists. While it seemed like a strong foundation of 

educational resources, courses and workshops were being created — examples such as the 

University of Washington’s Journalism and Trauma Program started in 1994, the Victims and 

Media Program at Michigan State University and the Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma 

started by Columbia University come to mind — journalism programs and colleges around the 

country did not keep up with the trend.  

 

Consider a study done by Weiss in 2013 that showcased how even though there was significant 

“interest” in having courses, lessons or workshops about trauma journalism education, only 7% 

of United States universities offered classes on the topic (Weiss, 2013). One could also consider 

a study of first-year journalists in the United States where they called their education “spotty” in 

the topic of trauma, not only understanding and reporting it, but handling it as a human being 

(Hill, in press).  

 

Research such as Seely’s Fostering Trauma Literacy: From the Classroom to the Newsroom, 

supports the descriptive of “spotty” education, as it showed that around 20% of students were at 

least assigned a reading about trauma on the job. However, they still weren’t actively taught 

about the topic and possible experiences, and over half of those respondents said they had no 

education about the topic at all (Seely, 2020). And it wasn’t just students reporting the lack of 

trauma education — 75% of educators and professors felt ill-equipped to even teach the subject, 

as they never truly felt comfortable with journalism ethics and trauma (Melki et. al., 2013).  
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With all of this in mind, where does Ball State University’s College of Communication, 

Information and Media fall into this, specifically their Department of Journalism? Their website 

boasts that students will learn from experienced staff, take charge in award-winning student 

media, and gain experience in top-notch facilities (“Department of Journalism.”). Although this 

may be true, when one takes a look at their course catalog and offerings for an undergraduate 

major in either Journalism or Telecommunications, they fall in with the rest of the schools in the 

United States who aren’t teaching their students about the powerful connection between trauma 

and journalism (“Major in Journalism.”; “Major in Telecommunications.”).  

 

We can look at their Master of Arts in Journalism and find that a few courses sometimes offer 

lessons within a course about trauma, giving students a brief overview of the situation (“Master 

of Arts in Journalism.”). However, there are no specific courses designed to teach students about 

mental health, trauma, and how it will affect every aspect of their job.  

 

The responses from the interviews support these statements — 80% of interviewees stated they 

had never taken a course that was specifically dedicated to the effect of trauma journalism 

education. Most of them mentioned that they remember small lessons taking place where it was 

mentioned but it was never very specific. Not only that, but almost all respondents stated they 

had never been given any type of trauma training when it came to interviewing those who had 

experienced a traumatic situation such as those who had lost someone due to suicide or sexual 

assault victims. One specific source even stated that in her class the professor and students had 

once “joked” about how journalism could lead to mental health situations but that was the length 

of the conversation.  
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The most telling of all things is that during interviews respondents were asked to simply agree or 

disagree with the following statement:  

 

“The teachings at Ball State University made it seem as though the only truly traumatic effects 

that would bother you would be extremely violent news, such as terrorism or school shootings.” 

 

In response to this statement, 80% of respondents said they agreed — the education they 

received at Ball State University downplayed the true trauma journalists see daily and only 

focused on what many would consider extreme cases such as war or terrorism. 

 
A Day in the Life of a Reporter 

Based on the findings above, one can make the supported statement that trauma education for 

young journalists at Ball State University is lacking. With this in mind, what kind of trauma are 

alumni running into once they leave the halls of Ball State and enter into the real world?  

 

Almost every journalist in their career will cover topics and write stories about events that can 

easily be deemed traumatic, including things such as murders, sexual assaults, fires, and 

automobile accidents as some of the top reported stories (Newman et. al., 2003). This type of 

trauma exposure isn’t limited to just one “type” of journalist either, this is in-the-field journalists, 

telecommunication professionals, photojournalists, and the like.  

 

All of the interviewees supported this data, with almost all sources also mentioning missing and 

murdered children as a common story topic. One source mentioned that in the first two weeks of 
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their journalism career they had to report on a man who went missing in a cornfield and was 

found dead. Others talked about how they had to cover murder, missing children, deadly car 

crashes, and fatal fires. Additionally, interviewees mentioned how they considered having to 

cover the movements of Black Lives Matter and Pro-Life/Pro-Choice traumatic, sometimes more 

traumatic than every day stories because in many cases the movements affected them personally 

and they, as all people do, had their personal feelings to put aside. One source said: 

 

“I had to cover both a pro-choice and pro-life rally within the same hour. [...] It wasn’t easy for 
me to opening ask about abortion and hearing people’s stories about a vulnerable time in their 
life. Then to immediately go to a pro-life rally and have such a drastic difference in reactions 
took a moment process. Everyone is entitled to their opinion and I tried to make the article as 
unbiased as I possibly could, but it was one of the more challenging days in my career.” 
 
 
One could easily liken journalists to one of the first responders at the scene, as they usually 

arrive as firefighters, paramedics, and police do (McMahon & McLellan, 2008). They’re exposed 

directly at the scene, viewing dead bodies, seeing blood at a crime scene — and then are forced 

to relive such situations again down the line when they interview family members, loved ones, or 

those affected by the event. One source mentioned one of her earliest stories:  

 
“One of the first (traumatic experiences) was covering a deadly fire in the middle of winter in 
Iowa. The firefighters had a lot of trouble getting water from the hydrants because they were 
frozen. Someone died in the fire, and we had to have the reporter ask neighbors or family for 
interviews. I just felt so yucky asking.”  
 
 
Past research showcases that these BSU alums are not alone in what they experience:  

● Over 80% of journalists will be present on the scene of a traumatic event (Smith et. al., 

2018).  
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● 92% of journalists will experience at least four traumatic situations while working 

(Weidmann et. al., 2008). 

● Journalists will be repeatedly exposed and forced to relive the traumatic event through 

video clips, photos, and generated content (Feinstein et. al., 2014).  

● Over 30% of journalists will be the ones to announce the death of a loved one to their 

family members and loved ones (Pyevich et. al., 2003). 

● Journalists will regularly experience violence, intimidation or different forms of 

harassment when reporting on traumatic events (Monteiro et. al., 2015, Relly & González 

de Bustamante, 2017). 

 

Overall, journalists experience traumatic events daily, witnessing some of the most horrific acts 

in human history, all to give the public truthful and accurate information. The Ball State 

University alumni who interviewed are among them, fighting to figure out how to do their job 

but also stand in the face of horror and come back unscathed.  

 
Mental Health of Journalists 

Considering the daily life of a journalist, and the fact that trauma education is lacking, one 

should then move to the most important question — how do journalists feel? How are they faring 

mentally? And how can this information then be used to create systems in which colleges and 

universities can educate future journalists to feel better, and therefore do better, in the field? 

 

To fully understand the effect of trauma on journalists, one has to understand exactly what 

trauma is and how it presents itself in people. The American Psychological Association defines 

trauma as “an emotional response to a terrible event like an accident, rape or natural disaster.”  
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It’s easy for one to think that journalists experiencing trauma is only for those who have reported 

on the front lines of war, stood in downtown New York as the Twin Towers fell, or some other 

highly-visible news event. And based on the data and responses from the interviewees in this 

article, that’s how Ball State University is making it seem to journalists themselves. However, 

this would not be the case.  

 
Trauma is as easily found in local beat reporting or a hometown newspaper journalists’ daily 

schedule. On top of that, it’s ingrained in almost every journalist's brain that no matter how 

horrifying the situation, you can still get a photo, find a source and get the story done (Armstrong 

et. al., 2020; Simpson & Boggs, 1999). 

 

But when journalists go home, sit down or have time to reflect on what they cover, that’s when 

negative mental effects can sink in. Take one sources trauma experience while covering a court 

case where they had to interview a loved one who was sitting in the courtroom listening to how 

their deceased loved one had been killed:  

 
“This was about a year ago...I’ve definitely had interviews before this one but I remember 
talking to a mother who was learning about how her daughter was murdered during a major 
court case in Nebraska. It was pretty traumatizing. I remember coming home from covering this 
trial for weeks and I felt very off and not sure how to handle myself.” 
 
 
That feeling that the interviewee mentioned is common among media professionals. Common 

negative mental health effects for journalists include sadness, depression, lack of emotion or 

feeling, hopelessness, anxiety, or all of the above. In a study done by Teegen and Grotwinkel in 
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2001, over 90% of their participants reported at least one traumatic experience that caused them 

intense feelings of fear, helplessness, or horror (Teegen & Grotwinkel, 2001).  

 

If such a state is maintained for a long period, it can eventually lead to PTSD. According to the 

American Psychiatric Association, PTSD is defined as “a psychiatric disorder that may occur in 

people who have experienced or witnessed a traumatic event such as a natural disaster, a serious 

accident, a terrorist act, war/combat, or rape or who have been threatened with death, sexual 

violence or serious injury.”  

 

Symptoms of PTSD can fall into four main categories: intrusion, avoidance, alterations in 

cognition and mood and alterations in reactivity and arousal. Based on data, journalists usually 

fall into the first three categories, such as 13% of the participants in the above-mentioned survey 

conducted by Teegen and Grotwinkel who met the criteria to be diagnosed with PTSD (Teegen 

& Grotwinkel, 2001). They can regularly have flashbacks of the events they covered, want to 

avoid future stories having to do with trauma, and just generally start to dislike their jobs. Some 

of the negative effects the interviewees could reflect on include:  

● Feeling emotionally drained 

● Anxiety 

● Depression 

● Feeling a cold towards emotional topics  

● Fatigue and literal exhaustion 

● Questioning of career path 

● Binge eating 
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The personal experiences of each source consistently supports the fact that having the job of a 

journalist can leave one feeling bad all around, almost like one can’t cope with anything. One 

source pointed out that one of the worst things about the job didn’t seem to stop after they 

clocked out:  

 
“I definitely found myself napping more when I came home after covering the protests. I had a 
feeling that I wasn’t doing enough even though there was nothing more I could do. I had friends 
coming to me with questions when I wasn’t working, some questions I didn’t have answers to. By 
the end of the workday, I would have to turn off my phone and just lay on my break so I wouldn’t 
feel so overwhelmed and anxious.” 
 
Another mentioned their exhaustion got to the point where they would fall asleep randomly and 

they started drinking more:  

 
“I was experiencing depression after covering the protests and racial inequities. I couldn’t 
understand how people could be so racist and evil. I definitely drink more than usual. Wine is 
usually the answer after a long day. I’ve had to call in sick from being emotionally drained. I 
usually get home and I’m faced with exhaustion and I go to bed immediately. Sometimes without 
warning like falling asleep with all the lights on.” 
 
 
The effect of trauma on journalists is nothing to take lightly and pointedly shows that before 

media professionals are journalists, they are human beings first.  

 
Instituting More Trauma Journalism Education at Ball State University  

When each interviewee was asked the final question of whether or not they felt as though Ball 

State University’s College of Communication Information and Media did everything they could 

to prepare them for the journalism field, the answer was a resounding no — Ball State 

University’s CCIM did not do enough to prepare its students for the effects of trauma journalism 

and how it would affect them in their career.  
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However, the alumni did offer their thoughts on ways Ball State University could improve and 

therefore prepare young journalists for trauma on the job. It’s been detailed that journalists who 

do go through some type of trauma training consider it extremely useful and helps them know 

how to better handle their emotions and feelings in the field (Maxson, 2000). With that being 

said, their suggestions narrowed down into five main talking points:  

 
1. Trauma Education, in all forms, should be required for all students. 

It can easily be said that the only true way for a young journalist to understand trauma and how it 

connects to the job is to “learn as they go.” Although that might be true, it’s only to a certain 

point. Trauma education can help support and better prepare young students for what's to come, 

giving them more confidence in how to handle the different kinds of traumatic situations they 

will be presented with (Dworznik & Grubb, 2007). It will also make it easier for them to 

understand the emotions they might feel and better respond to those. One alumni put it simply:  

 
“Traumatic stories are often referred to as ones that deal with death or crime, but I feel that the 
most traumatic stories I’ve covered are ones that deal with family finance, people not being able 
to make ends meet, or children who have nothing and parents who sacrifice everything for them. 
It’s a special kind of hell that these families live through every day. Those are the ones that get to 
me – not when I’ve seen dead bodies pulled from a creek. I wish Ball State touched more on how 
to cope with those kinds of tough stories and how to keep it from affecting your own mental 
health, and what to do when it does.” 
 
 
Overall, the education works as a starting point that if utilized correctly can be built on to make 

graduates feel like they have a solid grounding to work with when it comes to trauma in 

journalism.  

 

2. Trauma education should be focused for each avenue.  
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Within the CCIM at Ball State University, they have many avenues students can take whether 

that be news, magazine, broadcasting, telecommunications, and everything in between. Some of 

the alumni felt that many courses taught at Ball State assumed each student was going to go into 

one specific area of journalism, such as broadcast journalism, when that was not the case. One 

source suggested:  

 
“At Ball State, I felt as if the courses focused too much on TV even though that’s not what 
everyone in the major wanted to go into. I think dealing with trauma is different for people in TV, 
print, and radio. Each of those presents a story whether traumatic or not in a different way and 
learning all those ways, I feel would be beneficial to graduating journalists.”  
 
 
When one thinks about it, it's true. The trauma that a reporter will experience compared to an 

on-air anchor can be vastly different, and it would be important and beneficial to point out those 

differences and make sure each unique profession understands what they will experience and 

how to handle it (Dworznik, 2006). 

 
3. Interview Techniques in different traumatic situations should be taught.  

How one goes about interviewing a loved one who lost someone to suicide compared to a sexual 

assault survivor is vastly different. Not only that, the language a media professional uses during 

the interview, and then during the story or report, can cause more harm than good if they’re not 

careful. Which makes the point that interview techniques alone should be a course for every 

young media professional, as every alumnus interviewed would agree.  

 

This type of education could be done in multiple ways. Educators and Professors could share 

personal experiences about when they interviewed in different traumatic situations and how they 

chose to handle it. Studies show that role-playing with prompts can be extremely effective and 
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helpful when it comes to understanding how someone who has just recently been affected by a 

traumatic event could react to an interview (Duncan & Newton, 2010). 

 
4. There should be a course dedicated to self-care and understanding one’s mental health.  

All alumni agreed that even to the most unsympathetic reporter, the daily job takes a toll on 

mental health. One source mentioned how sometimes they had hit their breaking point, and 

needed to take a break, but didn’t know because they hadn’t even known their mental health 

could get that bad from the job.  

 

Some of the topics that the alumni suggested for a course such as this included: 

● Defining trauma and PTSD and how it connects to journalists 

● Providing real-life examples of how mental health is a big part of the job 

● Preparing to enter and leave a traumatic scene 

● Coping mechanisms or processes to go through after a bad day 

● How and when to tell your news editor/director you’re struggling 

 

In a course such as this, a workshop or seminar might be a viable option to have those in the field 

come in and discuss how they manage their stress and what recommendations they have for 

current students. It’s been proven that real-life examples provide the most benefit, as they 

connect the most to current events (Hill et. al., 2020). There should also be contacts and 

resources presented to students on where to go for help, such as the Dart Center for Journalism.  

 
5. Regular trauma training should be available to every student.  
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Not only would courses be beneficial to students, so would regular trauma training outside of the 

classroom. At its base, regular trauma training would help normalize the idea that trauma affects 

journalists and hopefully stop current students from feeling like they had to hide their emotions 

just to meet a deadline (Beam & Spratt, 2009). One alumni mentions how they still do that to this 

day — and usually create problems for themselves:  

 
“I was always swallowing emotions during interviews and not dealing with them because I was 
on deadline and didn’t have time to address what I was feeling. We normalize pushing down 
emotions and going on with our days like we aren’t humans who are being affected.” 
 
 
They would provide a way for students to connect with peers and also better themselves as 

professionals. These events could easily be made into professional development events, inviting 

people from different trauma training areas such as youth services, domestic violence shelters, 

and so on.  

 

Conclusion 

Although Ball State University's trauma education is lacking— just like many other colleges and 

universities across the country — there’s always time to implement positive change for their 

students. By utilizing data and listening to feedback such as the kind found in this article from 

past students, colleges and universities across the nation can implement strategies and solutions 

for their students to not only prepare them for the trauma they see on the job but feel confident 

that as media professionals they have the tools to handle the negative mental effects that trauma 

can throw their way.  
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Notes 

1. Source 1: Multimedia Journalist in Wisconsin 
2. Source 2: News Producer in Indiana 
3. Source 3: Multimedia Journalist in Indiana 
4. Source 4: Reporter/Anchor in Indiana 
5. Source 5: Reporter in Wisconsin 
6. Source 6: Reporter in California 
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