From the Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma Website:

TIPS ON INTERVIEWING VICTIMS

OF TRAUMATIC STRESS

Because of the nature of news, it is likely that a journalist will have to interview trauma victims in the course of his or her work. Interviewing someone who is under psychological stress is difficult for both the interviewee and the

interviewer. As interviewers, journalists can help victims and survivors tell their stories in a way that is constructive. In their book Covering Violence, Simpson and Coté suggest that the journalist consider the following questions BEFORE the "dicey moment when the city editor or the assignment editor points toward the door and tells you to get

moving." The questions are:

       Is it necessary to immediately interview those who have suffered a

       traumatic event? 

       What is the value of intruding on people when they are grieving,

       disoriented, shocked and frightened? 

       What should you discuss with someone before that person consents to

       an interview? 

The authors do not suggest that interviews with traumatized victims should

not take place. For one thing, this is unrealistic, but further, people who are

traumatized may have stories to tell that are helpful to those who hear their

stories. But journalists should go about seeking interviewees in a thoughtful

manner. They write:

     "Each interview needs a deliberate judgment about the capacity of

     the other person to understand what an interview entails, including

     potential ramifications for the interviewee, family members, and

     friends. It is not enough that a person agrees to an interview. The

     ethical burden is not on the interview subject but on the journalist.

     We argue that doing the interview is not ethical unless the reporter

     has received what some journalists call 'informed consent, a phrase

     they picked up from medicine."

Psychiatrist Frank Ochberg suggests talking with interviewees about the pain

that might result from remembering a traumatic event. Interviewees should

also know whether their names will be used in the story. Give the interviewee

an opportunity to ask the interviewer any questions before the interview

begins.

Simpson and Coté offer other tips in their book. These are excerpts : 1

Respect the other person's efforts to regain balance after a horrible

experience.

     "Offer as much support to the interviewee as conditions will allow.

     Suggesting that the interviewee ask a friend, neighbor, or relative to

     be present may reassure her and may help the two of you talk more

     usefully."

Watch what you say.

     "At this stage your words carry a lot of weight. They can lead the

     victim to seek promises from you, to exaggerate what you will be able

     to do, and to assume that you are willing to be a friend as well as a

     reporter…Your manner and your first words will tell the other person

     whether he should trust you and how sincere you are. Those first

     impressions may decide whether you are ever again able to interview

     that person."

Set the stage for the interview.

     "Your first questions will provide you with two kinds of information.

     The first kind - details of the other person's knowledge of the

     situation - will help you begin to grasp what has happened… As you

     talk, you will be learning about the other person's capacity, or

     willingness, to talk to you."

Explain the ground rules.

     "Explain why you are there, what kind of story you are expected to

     write or report, when it is likely to run, and why it is important for her

     to speak to you. Do not promise something you cannot guarantee;

     the comments you are about to write down or tape may never make it

     into print or on the air."

Share control with the interviewee.

     "A person jolted by an event may need, and will certainly appreciate,

     a chance to decide some of the conditions of the interview. Would he

     like to sit or stand? Does he want to remain here or go somewhere

     away from the turmoil of the scene? Is there someone he would like

     to have present during the interview?"

Anticipate emotional responses.

     Referring to the words of psychiatrist Frank Ochberg: "When survivors

     cry during interviews, they are not necessarily reluctant to continue.

     They may have difficulty communicating, but they often want to tell

     their stories. Interrupting them may be experienced as patronizing and

     denying an opportunity to testify. Remember, if you terminate an

     interview unilaterally, because you find it upsetting, or you incorrectly

     assume that your subject wants to stop, you may be re-victimizing

     the victim."

Listen.

     "Good listening requires hearing not only the words that are spoken

     and making sense of them but also noticing gestures, facial

     expressions, emotions, and body language. Take the other person

     fully into account, then remember and make sense of what that

     person heard and saw."

Review with the interviewee what you have learned.

     "This is the time to go back over the facts, to read back statements

     that you may want to quote, and to arrange to obtain photographs,

     continue the interview, or check back for other information."

Think through what you have heard and seen.

     "The interview you have just completed was not a routine one. Think

     about what made it different. The person with whom you talked was

     enduring one of the most trying experiences in life. Such an interview

     can alter many of the assumptions journalists make about the people

     they talk to. Issues of trust, harm, and responsibility to others

     emerge from such meetings to a degree unmatched in most news

     interviewing. This is a time for a few moments of reflection about

     what you have just heard and seen."

Journalists should also think about how follow-up interviews may affect their

subjects. Often traumatic events are visited and revisited, and victims and

survivors are contacted for interviews and asked to talk about the past again.

These could occur during anniversaries of traumatic events (school shootings,

a bombing, and other violent crimes) or during criminal or civil trials. The same

kind of consideration should be shown to interviewees during these times as

immediately after a traumatic event (e.g., listening, sharing control, etc.).

People may still be recovering from their trauma. Journalists might focus on the

recovery process rather than on the event itself. In any case, they should be

perceptive to the needs and responses of the interviewee. Early signs of

interviewee anxiety might be a time to ask how the interviewee is doing and

help make the situation more comfortable. Empathy toward the interviewee is

helpful.

An inclination to "over-empathize," however, may not be professional. Simpson

and Coté write that "some reporters eagerly identify with those who survive

violence because of a personal history of abuse, sexual assault, or other

traumas. That identification becomes so strong that the reporter ignores

professional boundaries in order to become a confidant and even advocate. A

skilled reporter needs to concentrate on understanding and reporting events

accurately; deep emotional connections to people in those stories can

undermine those goals. Yet we would agree with those who say a reporter

sometimes can be very helpful to a victim or family member. But we believe

that the best results for everyone occurs when the reporter understands his

own needs and is sensitive to signs of trauma and growing distress in others."

The bottom line is that a journalist needs to be both self-aware and aware of

the impact that trauma has on others. This understanding can help the

journalist tell a traumatic story knowledgeably and with appropriate sensitivity.

Basic Empathy Skills for Post-Traumatic Interviewing Situations

Empathy is the capacity to participate in another's sensations, feelings,

thoughts, and movements. The first and foremost requirements for skilled

empathic interviewing are:

       Interest 

       Attentiveness 

       Caring 

       Self-containment 

       Freedom from expectations or judgments 

       Respect 

Possible Empathic Responses

Sometimes it is helpful to have cues to work from in learning empathic

responding, which may be very different from general interviewing strategies.

The following cues are offered to give examples of empathic interviewing

strategies:

       "From what you're saying, I can see how you would be…." 

       "So what you're saying is…." 

       "Let me just check something. Do you mean you're…" 

       "It sounds like you're saying…." 

       "You seem really…." 

Supportive Comments:

       "You must be…" 

       "I can understand you feeling.." 

       "It sounds really hard…" 

       "It sounds like you're being hard on yourself…" 

       "I would imagine you'd be feeling really ____ right now…" 

Comments on Emotional Tone:

       "It seems like it's hard for you to have feelings about this…." 

       "It seems like you are pretty numb right now…" 

Asking for Details or Clarification (gets the person to slow down and stay

with the situation or the feelings):

       "So let's go back a minute…." 

       "I noticed that you are rushing through this a bit…" 

       "It seems hard to stay with this…" 

       "I don't get it… What do you mean they….?" 

       "Could it be…" 

       "I wonder if…." 

Moving into End of Interviewing Session: 

       "It is such a tough thing to go through something like this." 

       "I'm really sorry this is such a tough time for you." 

       "I know of a website that might be helpful for you…" 

Purposes of Empathic Responding 

       Some individuals are deep within themselves and need to be drawn out

       by asking for clarification, gently mirroring and reflecting what has been

       said. 

       Some individuals are overly expressive and needy, and may need to have

       you establish a working distance by remaining neutral, not getting drawn

       into "rescuing," making "it sounds like…" statements. You cannot help if

       you are engulfed. 

       Shows you care and that you understood the other person. Not to pry,

       but to increase the person's sense of themselves in the present moment.

       If you have misunderstood, the talker can immediately correct your

       impressions. You learn more about people. 

       It lets the talker know that you (the listener) accept him/her invites

       him/her to tell his/her story. 

A Journalist Reflects on Oklahoma City 

                             SEATTLE, OCT. 23, 2000

                             by Fitz Cahall 

                             On the morning of April 19, 1995, thousands of lives are shattered

                             when a bomb detonates outside Oklahoma City's federal building. The

                             explosion sheers off the half the structure, exposing the skeletal cross

                             section. One hundred and sixty eight are killed. 

                             Five hours later Scott Maier, then a veteran reporter for the Seattle

                             Post-Intelligencer, found himself in the middle of an evolving story. 

                             With an hour until his deadline, Maier covered the story from Red Cross

                             headquarters. He interviewed rescue workers and the families of

                             victims. 

                             At first Maier was able to disconnect. He pounded out one story and

                             continued on to the next. The magnitude of the disaster had not yet

                             set in. 

                             "I was a reporter out there covering the news," says Maier, who now

                             teaches journalism at the University of Oregon. "I felt like I was a

                             rescue worker or a doctor, doing what I had to do." 

                             But the loss and despair of the victims' families was overwhelming.

                             Pretty soon, the trauma of the families became his trauma. 

                             "There were families that desperately wanted to talk, who didn't know if

                             their loved ones were alive," he says. "They would hold up pictures and

                             ask for help." 

                             Six weeks earlier, Maier had suffered the death of his infant son. Today,

                             when he recalls that connection of grief and loss with those he was

                             sent to cover, his voice goes hoarse and the pain creeps into his words.

                             "I felt like I was operating on two different levels," he says. "I had a job

                             to do, but I also knew how these people felt." 

                             In a profession that values objectivity and distanced perspective, Maier

                             has found it difficult to balance his role as a journalist and as a human.

                             Sometimes journalists hide behind a facade of aloofness. This

                             detachment is often an act of self-preservation, Maier explains. 

                             "We as a profession become so hardened we forget our human side,"

                             Maier says. "There are things we stuff inside. We don't really ever work

                             out these issues." 

                             Weeks before he was sent to cover the Oklahoma City bombing, Maier

                             was forced to confront his own grief while covering the murder and rape

                             of a young girl. During an interview with the girl's parents, Maier began

                             to cry. He cried for several minutes. 

                             "I cried openly," he says. "I felt ashamed." 

                             Maier doesn't know if there's an easy way to break down the ongoing

                             notion that reporters are supposed be able to cope inwardly with the

                             atrocities they witness. 

                             "The first step is that we have to confront these issues as people, then

                             as a newsroom," says Maier. 

                             Fitz Cahall is a communications major at the University of Washington. 

                             Victims Face Wall of Grief

                                              by Joe Hight

                                              Managing Editor, The Oklahoman

                                              Most victims or victims' relatives face a wall of grief in

                                              the aftermath of a death or disaster. The wall blocks

                                              them from seeing that their lives may improve tomorrow.

                                              They don't see into the past or future; they see the

                                              present and feel the pain of the moment. 

                                              Then the reporter approaches them and violates their

                             grieving space. Or, in a disaster, several reporters approach them. So

                             it's important to teach reporters and editors about coverage of victims. 

                             Here are several tips concerning that coverage: 

                             » When approaching a victim, politely and clearly identify yourself

                             before asking questions. 

                             » Treat each victim with dignity and respect. Special AP correspondent

                             George Esper has said, "We should frame our questions with respect and

                             research. We must be sensitive but not timid." 

                             » Treat each person as an individual, not as part of an overall number.

                             Each person is different and should be treated that way. 

                             » Never ask "How do you feel?" or say "I understand how you feel."

                             Simply introduce yourself and say, "I'm sorry for what happened." Then

                             ask questions such as "Could you tell me about your relative's life?" or

                             "How did this occur?" 

                             » Realize that you are violating the victim's space and may receive a

                             harsh or emotional reaction at first. Don't react harshly if you receive

                             this reaction. 

                             » Allow the victim to say "no" after you make the approach and he or

                             she refuses to answer your question. If the answer is "no," simply leave

                             a card or number so the victim can call you later. Sometimes the best

                             stories come this way. 

                             » Know that little things count. Call the victims back to verify quotes

                             and facts. Ensure photos are returned immediately. 

                             » Try to call funeral homes or family representatives first to connect

                             with a victim's family member. In most cases, relatives will want to talk

                             about the victims' lives. In some cases, these may lead to bigger

                             stories. 

                             » Do not retell gruesome details on anniversaries or key dates unless

                             they are vital to the story. 

                             » Encourage reporters to avoid words such as "closure" to indicate that

                             victims or members of the community have overcome the trauma

                             connected with a death or disaster. Diane Leonard, whose husband,

                             Secret Service agent Donald Leonard, was killed in the Oklahoma City

                             bombing, said: "This will be a journey we'll be taking the rest of our

                             lives. You can't put a time frame on when the critical time frame will be

                             after a trauma. It's part of us, and always will be."

                             (The Oklahoman received the 1996 Dart Award for Excellence in Reporting on

                             Victims of Violence for its exhaustive and sensitive coverage of the federal-building

                             bombing. Joe Hight is a member of the executive committee of the Dart Center.)

