War reporting is a dangerous business – and as Iraq is tragically demonstrating daily, the risks are growing of getting shot at, of being injured or killed or kidnapped, of losing colleagues. Psychologically too, war and conflict reporting can hurt. So what should journalists and their bosses know in advance to avoid the worst complications later?  
We know from research that journalists are resilient. At the same time though, we also know – anecdotally as well as from a growing body of clinical literature – that war reporters are more likely to drink, to abuse drugs, and to suffer from post-traumatic stress than their domestic colleagues.

The most authoritative survey to date into trauma and stress among those covering war was published in 2002 by Dr. Anthony Feinstein, professor of psychiatry at the University of Toronto and author of “Dangerous Lives: War and the Men and Women Who Report It,” 
Feinstein collated questionnaires from140 seasoned war journalists who collectively covered every major war and conflict in this generation, and then personally interviewed 28 of them. He concluded that more than a quarter reported experiencing at some point in average careers of 14 years on the front line significant symptoms of post-traumatic stress, including nightmares, flashbacks and intrusive distressing thoughts. All of these war journalists were keenly aware of the dangers they faced, both physically and mentally, yet most desired to return repeatedly to the front. 

Not surprisingly, the non-war journalists also interviewed by Feinstein reported less post-traumatic symptoms and substance abuse. But a key finding was that neither group was keen on seeking professional help for emotional distress - a confirmation of the macho culture that prevails in most Western journalism. 

While there is no simple one-size-fits-all formula for ensuring a healthy reconnection after experiencing war or conflict, there are sensible things that can be done to help journalists’ transitions into and out of a war zone. 

With a goal of addressing the special concerns of war journalists, in October 2005 the Dart Society, an organization of Dart Ochberg Fellows and Dart Award winners, brought together 13 US journalists who cover war and conflict. They gathered in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire to reflect on how war had shaped them as reporters and photographers and on how they stayed sane while chasing the story. 
Two days of off-the-record discussions were followed by an on-the-record conversation about what these journalists, some of them seasoned and some relatively new to their roles, had learned. Their advice is grouped into three segments: Before leaving for a war or conflict; While There;, and When Returning. The journalists also offered advice to editors and management on how to handle their combat-bound counterparts at these various phases. It’s not a comprehensive guide, but here is some of what they said:
LEAVING HOME
· Mental preparation is critical before accepting an assignment in a war zone. The first thing journalists should do is ask themselves why they want to go. Is it an attraction to the danger, a desire for the big story, or because it is simply too hard to say No to the assignment? 
Journalists should take time to figure out what they can personally and professionally gain from the risks and hardships of covering war and weigh whether those risks are worth the effort. Even long-time foreign correspondents should think about their motives in returning to a war zone. Asking these questions will not only help journalists understand what drives them to go, but they provide an often necessary point of focus while on the ground.
Understanding your motives and setting personal goals may also make it more likely that you’ll leave the assignment with a sense of accomplishment. As Dart Field Director Bruce Shapiro put it, “Just make sure you’re making a decision to go and not just going.”

· Before going, call or e-mail colleagues in the field and ask them what it’s like. Try to identify your greatest fears and ask how to address them. Learn what the daily routine is, what is expected of you, what the dangers are.
· Some said it helped to learn the risks they faced and to expose themselves to nasty images and scenes before leaving to prepare for what they might face. One journalist suggested a formal ritual for departing and arriving – something as simple as having a team of colleagues send them off and meet them at the airport. Others advised talking through the assignment with a carefully selected friend or colleague to iron out any apprehension. 

· Some journalists found it helpful to establish a newsroom contact who is willing to reach out to their loved ones. Having a colleague they could trust and who had some rapport with their loved ones back home eased minds, especially when those colleagues called the deployed journalist’s loved-ones periodically to reassure them everything was OK. Conversely, these same colleagues would be keenly poised to deliver any bad news that came. 

· Having a plan for regular contact with relatives back home is also important. It is all very well to say you’ll talk everyday but it is much more useful to make a serious plan, said Rubin. Pick a time and stick to it. That will cause less anxiety for your family and help your desk with planning. Former Knight-Ridder Baghdad Bureau Chief Hannah Allam (now the Cairo bureau chief) told her parents to expect a call if she didn’t have a story out that day.

· Some suggestions are obvious, but worth re-emphasising, such as safety training before heading into the field, understanding the basics of weapons, taking an extra pair of eye glasses/spectacles etc and extra medication. Helpful, too, is researching the Uniform Code of Military Justice and Geneva Convention before leaving.
· When possible, pull together the newsroom team that will be handling your stories and set out guidelines on deadlines, daily check-ins, and special concerns. Newhouse News National Security Correspondent Dave Wood, for instance, recalled needing simple conversation from back home while holed up alone in Afghanistan. He called his editor, who was too busy to carry on what must have appeared to be trivial conversation. That got corrected in a later discussion, when the editor realized that idle chat about sports or gossip was an essential link for Wood. Their conversations then changed for the better.
· Again to state the very obvious: If it hasn’t already been done, be sure to arrange for the time, sources and financial means to hire drivers, translators, lodging, office space and so forth.  If correspondents are already in place, it helps to have some overlap time, so the incoming correspondent can learn from the correspondent departing. 

· Probably the most intimidating moment comes when arriving in a strange place with little or no infrastructure. If you are rotating in, talk to or e-mail your predecessors about the arrangements. If you’re the first person in, make contact with the United Nations field people - your Embassy; non-governmental organizations, the International Red Cross. If you don’t have arrangements with your employer (and if you’re in Iraq, you absolutely should have, before you go), find out which organization can evacuate you, if necessary, or at least help arrange medical care, should it be needed. 

· Along with a desire to go comes the guilt of leaving family and loved ones. For some, the “dark days” settle in, taking the form of a two-week inner struggle on whether going is the right thing to do, on saying goodbye and not to worry, on planning for a safe return. As North County Times photographer Hayne Palmour put it, “the anticipation is hell.” Palmour went through this agony repeatedly and only felt relief when he boarded the plane. For this reason, Minneapolis Star-Tribune International Correspondent Schmickle said she hates to cover troop deployments because they’re full of the anxiety of separating. Once gone, however, the gears shift from the family at home to a team at war. 

· Journalists also need to know up front what the news organization will do if they are injured, kidnapped or killed. Will their organization repatriate their bodies, if needed? Is there coverage for mental health problems? By bringing these issues up in a straightforward way, the reporter may ultimately decide not to take the risk of being killed and thus decline the assignment. Management should make it clear there are no repercussions or stigma in doing so. 

· Know ahead of time what your organization will and won’t pay for. Columbia University professor and former foreign correspondent Judith Matloff recalled how she wasn’t allowed to call her family while in Angola because she was single and only spouses could be called. She needed that contact with home. “Management should be sensitive of sending journalists into stressful situations and allow them that,” Matloff said. Another journalist was not reimbursed for what she considered a mental destresser when she had a massage overseas.

· Journalists who’ve been there know the peace of mind that comes with planning ahead, including for the worst case. Their news organizations need to know exactly who to call – and not to call – in case of an emergency. Alissa Rubin, Baghdad bureau chief for the Los Angeles Times, described several upsetting cases where the wrong person, i.e., an ex-spouse instead of a current partner – was notified with bad news. Having a will and pre-planned arrangements if an emergency happened put in the hands of those responsible for you helped to ease everyone’s mind. 

Army Times reporter Gina Cavallaro makes up cards for those who know her that lists her wishes, contact information and so forth. Dart Centre Europe Director Mark Brayne stressed the value of merely expressing these thoughts to others in order to steer the brain into the sorting process.

Indeed, let relatives and significant others know where financial documents, house papers and wills are kept. Make sure arrangements are made to pay personal bills. 

WHILE THERE
· Correspondents and photographers agree that they do better when they have a buddy in the field. Some journalists warn that becoming embedded with a military unit is a lonely job. Those who are not paired with a photographer or other colleague will lack the casual support that groups normally have. They cannot really bond with the troops embedding them and yet they have no outlet for the camaraderie they crave. “You have to write on every page of your notebook, ‘I’m not one of them,’” said Wood, who embedded with a combat unit during the Iraq War. 

A journalist also needs an exit strategy if an embed position happens to go awry. Establishing ground rules with the military early on is essential.

On his second tour to Iraq, North County Times reporter Darrin Mortenson and his photographer, Hayne Palmour, embedded with Marines from Camp Pendleton, which is based in his newspaper’s hometown of San Diego.  In March 2004, the Marines fought in Fallujah, where all hell broke loose and the story took a bad turn. Mortenson and Palmour were dispatching harsh but honest reports and images back to their newspaper. When word of an unfavorable story got back to the unit, Mortenson was called before the Marine colonel and told he could no longer stay embedded with them. Fearing for his safety – and perhaps fearing more the loss of the story he had come to own – Mortenson said he vehemently sought to defend his work, and ultimately his profession. Mortenson listed his stories and challenged the brass to find inaccuracies or unfair accounts. They couldn’t. And he and Palmour stayed. “It was one of my finest moments,” he said. “I felt so connected with my profession.” 

For Mortenson and others, mental and professional survival meant sticking to the fundamentals: Reporting the truth with accuracy and fairness. And staying focused. War, he said, is no place for ego or ambition.

Expect to learn lessons along the way. When a Marine who had just held a dying comrade was shaking as he lit a cigarette, Palmour pointed a camera at him. “You better not take that,” the Marine barked, and Palmour didn’t. Later, the Marine said he wished Palmour had taken the photo and both realized that it was a life-changing moment now lost forever. There was no hesitation the next time, however, when a platoon of Marines wiped tears at an impromptu memorial held for a buddy who died. Told not to take photos, Palmour did anyway. It was part of history.

· Expect to struggle with the desire for conflict, which makes a good story and photo, and the human impulse to prevent it. As photographer Bill Gentile put it, blood dripping from a shirt is far more likely to make the cover than soldiers on patrol. “You need people getting hurt for great photos, but you don’t want people getting hurt,” he said.

· Know that it takes a certain detachment to develop hard-hitting stories, to report with honesty, and to preserve your own mental health. And yet journalists count on their emotions to drive their tenacity, to listen well, to sympathize and understand. These tools put correspondents at the “peak of their emotional skills” – when all past experiences, as both human and journalist, collide onto the pages. Journalists tap into personal heartbreak to understand pain. They focus their words and images on what affects them, now and in the past. Humans become the touchstones in these harsh and painful scenarios – they drive the focus and create themes. War correspondents say the human drama often leads to epiphanies of sorts, where they understand why they’re absorbed in this hellhole and respect the larger meaning of it all. 

When it comes down to it, Sharon Schmickle says, it’s not about skills, but human connection. That’s what directs the camera lens and puts the words on the page. 

Gentile agrees: “Too many colleagues have lost the connection to the individuals they cover, who allow us into their homes and hearts, so we can practice our craft,” he said. “What’s important here has got to be our subjects.”

· War zone journalists often feel privileged to have the role of bearing witness to history. Palmour pointed out how his photos may be viewed by generations to come, perhaps helping them better understand how the things that happened affected the community, the country and the world decades later.

· While journalists generally try to maintain an emotional distance from the subjects, at times they have taken on small humanitarian roles that feed their need to connect. Alissa Rubin, for instance, sought to provide clean sheets for families housed in a filthy compound during the course of her reporting in Iraq, even shopping at a Baghdad market to provide them. This gave her a small sense of accomplishment in what seemed to be an insurmountable tragedy overall. She knew the people she helped would never read her stories. But they would remember the journalist who came back with clean sheets. 

“There are circumstances where both are always possible,” Rubin said. “What’s it going to cost, but some of your time?”

These spontaneous moments of helping – of stopping the story to immerse in the drama – came as no surprise to other war journalists. Associated Press’ Director of Photography Santiago Lyon described them as a “triage of choice. You have to assess very quickly what you’re going to do and how you’re going to do it.” 

At the same time, getting too close is risky and often impossible. Journalists told of instances where their story subjects had bonded with them as they reported in their lives at pivotal times. While the subjects of the stories are immersed in life-changing moments, to the journalists writing about them, they are just one of a string of powerful stories and a friendship is just not possible.
· Colleagues – those you can have a beer with at the end of the day - are great resources for venting the hardships of war coverage. They tell stories and show images about things that never make the paper. They discuss keeping themselves together or engage in gallows humor. Humor, many agree, is vital to surviving the nastiness and despair around them. Wood calls them “aggressive friends,” who think through the possibilities with him. 

· Forming a buddy system is a great support mechanism while in a war zone. Rubin, for instance, had two colleagues who weren’t with her newspaper, or any competing paper, who she could talk to while in Iraq and found it “enormously helpful.”

· Even if you trust your sound judgment about danger and pushing yourself, get a reality check from your ‘buddy’ or colleagues. Try to get a feel for whether you are taking greater risks than other colleagues, and whether these risks are too much. Security consultants in war zones are generally conservative and while their advice can be life-saving, it can be frustrating for journalists who feel they are sometimes overly impeding the work of reporting. Rubin says that new journalists should talk with experienced correspondents on the ground, who may give a better sense of safety concerns. Recognise, as Rubin did on a recent aborted trip south of Baghdad, that sometimes the risks are just too great, and despite your desire for a story, you just have to turn back. 

· Freelance journalists lack the protection that larger organizations can provide, which is why they are advised to latch onto other journalists in the region. Allam said her organization was happy to ‘adopt’ freelancers, providing them with both institutional and emotional support. 

· All strongly agreed that being well rested was important when covering a war zone. Self-medication with alcohol, nicotine, caffeine and sometimes with illicit drugs  is part of the war journalist culture and especially when combined with lack of sleep can lead to poor judgment. The risks and temptations of substance abuse always looms and should be watched. 

“In Iraq, I started smoking, stopped eating, can't find time to exercise and live with the constant stress of the fear and unpredictability. Often, there's no one to talk to about it because you don't want to look like the guy or gal who couldn't hack it,” wrote one journalist.  “I don't drink or use drugs, but I've seen a lot of my colleagues succumb to those vices as a way to get the war out of their heads. It's trashed some careers, wiped out marriages and leaves the others as walking time bombs.”

· It’s important to understand that this is an assignment, not your whole life.  Although your departure date may change, Rubin says it is important to have one. It gives you something to look forward to and helps you to pace your efforts. 

If the time comes when you feel you’re losing your grip, are making risky choices, drinking too much or sleeping too little, Rubin says you should be able to leave. Your life is worth more than any job assignment. This is the key reason to have shorter rotations. One war correspondent described hitting the wall in Afghanistan after 10 weeks, calling his editor and telling her he was leaving. Despite his editor’s protests, he left anyway – which took guts. Now he’s in Iraq, but on shorter rotations.

· War correspondents at the top of their game have both respect and empathy for those they’re covering. They can endure harsh conditions and have a larger sense of mission, of giving voice to those who have no other way to express themselves. Some, like self-proclaimed pacifist Dave Wood, sees covering war as a way to show mankind the horror of it all, perhaps preventing the same from happening again in the future. 

And yet it is important to have some outlet of expression, especially for photographers, who, unlike reporters, don’t articulate into words what they see through the lens. The same goes for editors back home who are repeatedly exposed to harsh descriptions of trauma and even harsher images. 

“Photography is a silent way of looking at trauma and conflict,” said Time magazine contract photographer Bob Nickelsberg “And I think it’s important for photographers to verbalize things rather than just turning it in and walking away.”

The rewards do come while reporting in a war zone. For instance, journalists found satisfaction when their stories and photos exposed war crimes, launched investigations, or revealed a human truth.  

RETURNING HOME
The complaints and concerns of troops returning home are often the same for journalists. Gone is the tolerance for trivial chit-chat, for relatives who get upset when their car breaks down, or when they forget to stop at the store for milk. 

Wood spoke of the “warrior transition” and how it reminded him of a class given to Marines in Somalia to help them regain intimacy with their spouses and children. Journalists need to be aware of these same potential problems when they return home.
· When possible, journalists suggest easing back into society slowly. Rubin advised not going directly home, but spending a couple days winding down in a nice hotel, ideally with  colleagues or friends close by but if necessary on your own, to decompress. When leaving Iraq, for instance, she’s learned to spend a night in Amman, Jordan, on her way home. That gives her a buffer between the intensity of war and life at home. 

· It also helps when editors and colleagues show genuine interest in a journalist’s stories and photos and what they’d experienced while in a war zone. Allam recalls how friends and colleagues who asked about her experience in Iraq would glaze over when she began talking about it. She was both struck and angered by their lack of interest and by the public apathy toward the war she had risked her life covering. 

· Important, too, is knowing that a delayed reaction may be in store. “My life didn’t fall apart until four months later,” Mortenson recalled.

Returning home became harder each time, Mortenson said. Colleagues in the newsroom looked at him “as if I was from Mars,” and finding meaningful roles became increasingly difficult. Mortenson found chit-chat trivial. He longed for the same sense of purpose that covering a war provided. No domestic project could measure up.

So when Mortenson began preparing for another deployment, his gears got in sync. It was as though the separate, scattered strands of his life suddenly formed into one solid, coherent purpose. He was filling that “existential void” – a term he learned from a military chaplain that describes the dead time that follows returning home. “I’ve become a professional outsider,” said Mortenson, who remains single. “I have less and less to go back to.”

There is no formula for whether a journalist should endure this anxiety and assimilate back into small talk and normal life, or seize the next assignment overseas. This ‘falling off a cliff’ feeling is common among war correspondents and, in many instances, is the driving force behind keeping them in chaos. 

· It often helps to spend time with those who’ve had similar experiences. There’s no-one who understands what you’ve seen and been through quite as well as those who’ve been through the same sort of thing. Of course, not all war zone colleagues will be true kindred spirits, but it can be useful, especially when you first come back, to talk to others about how they adjusted. Finding someone you can trust and confide in is like gold. Seek that person out and talk about your feelings, both good and bad. 

· Some people need structure to get through the transition. They recover best by going home and building something or by taking on a small project. Rubin told of one reporter who reconstructed his kids’ jungle gym. Others thrive from just lying on a beach, though for Matloff, that amount of idle time was what she didn’t need. For others, semi-structure in nature works, such as taking a hiking trip. 

· Be prepared to work at a slower pace for a while – but it’s a good idea to stay engaged at work. Social support is known to be the best aid to recovery from traumatic experiences, from colleagues, family and friends. Don’t shut yourself away or just go off on an extended solo holiday. But take it easy – perhaps a period of going in a bit later and leaving a bit earlier, and taking the more frequent day off as well. Explain to your supervisors why this will help get you back into action quicker. 

· Be prepared to be disappointed with whatever you do next. Most people experience a period of letdown and a sense that what they do is no longer important. They miss the affirmation of being on top of a big story, or a part of history. Normally those feelings subside within a few months – but if not, it is perfectly fine to seek professional help to talk it through.  

· While in this transition, observe your use of alcohol and drugs and watch yourself for signs of irritability with those you love. It is important to remember that your family has gotten along without you for awhile and has developed routines apart from you. Your partner may have taken on your previous responsibilities and your children may not be accustomed to having you around. 

Rubin recalled one correspondent who went home after a long embed assignment and wanted to take back the responsibility for paying bills. His wife declined, saying she had the bills under control. Most of these dilemmas will iron out in due time, but it can be quite upsetting to feel as if everyone has adjusted to life without you. Take time to re-establish a connection with each family member. Then gradually take responsibility back for child care and responsibilities around the home.  

· Sex is often difficult for people returning from war zones.  Intimacy can feel unfamiliar or uncomfortable, so don’t expect everything to work great right away. 

· Similarly, everything in your community may look a bit off-putting — there may seem to be too much food, too much luxury. Even though such things are welcome, they can seem excessive after weeks of deprivation. 

· If you see signs of stress lasting more than a month or six weeks, consider professional help from a trauma specialist or counsellor. Just one session can sometimes help you put things in context, and see whether you need to go again and the extent to which you are haunted by specific incidents. 

· If you’re finding it difficult to get over a traumatic experience, and suspect that you might be going through something approaching PTSD, then make sure you get the right kind of treatment. In Britain, official guidelines recommend trauma-focused cognitive therapies such as exposure therapy and EMDR (eye movement desensitization and reprocessing.) They really do work. 

EDITORS AND MANAGEMENT

In Bretton Woods, journalists made it clear that editors and management need to understand better the roles and needs of those they send into war zones. There was no shortage of examples or advice. 

· Editors were not strong sources of support among this group of journalists. One journalist, for instance, hid any trepidation she had from her editors, fearing she’d be yanked from this highly competitive environment. When that same journalist had expressed grief over losing an Iraqi colleague, she was questioned about her ability to detach.
For Mortenson, talking to editors back home proved useless. When he expressed fear for his safety, he was told to come home, which was the last thing he wanted to do. So Mortenson and Palmour relied on each other, voicing out loud, sometimes daily, their need to stay focused, to maintain some detachment from the Marines they were embedded with, to not get dazzled by attention or afraid of the firefights, to endure the grief coming from Marines. 

· Rubin said editors also fail to recognize when their journalists on the ground needed a break. Some editors wanted to be supportive, but were clumsy in their attempts, often stumbling into a sensitive area with unintended callousness. 

“Almost all of us (in Iraq and in disaster coverage) have felt ground down by interviewing countless people who have lost family to violence.” Rubin said. “ We are all too aware that nothing we write will comfort their loss. Added to the guilt and sense of impotence of witnessing such human suffering is the relentless threat to one’s one life. Journalists that I knew absorbed this experience in varying ways. Some became depressed and retreated to their rooms for longer periods. Some couldn’t sleep and would stay up much of the night and then sleep until the afternoon. Some drank heavily. Some suffered fits of temper, and became abusive to local staff. At least a couple became physically ill. Others worked maniacally hard.” 
Judgment calls are often lacking when made from the safety of a desk back home.
Rubin marveled at how editors would urge her to get a coveted dateline, not realizing that she would have to drive all night through dangerous areas, just to get the dateline. They failed to realize the risks involved. 
· For Rubin and others, a constant source of worry is the safety of her Iraqi staff in Baghdad. As a bureau chief, she said she easily spends a quarter of her time working on staff-related issues. Far more Iraqi journalists and ‘fixers’ have been killed than American journalists and the trend continues.
“We have spent a lot of time and money to ensure that our staff feels free to come to us if they or their family are threatened,” Rubin said. “The whole issue of how to care for your staff in a war zone and your responsibility to them is a huge one.”


· Despite their efforts, some friends and colleagues get killed. One journalist described having nightmares and mistakenly using her dead friend's name in conversations, because that person was always on her mind. More than 20 years later, independent journalist and visual documentarian Bill Gentile agonized over not insisting that he and his fellow journalists leave a dangerous area after his gut said they should. Moments later, one of his colleagues was shot dead.

· While bullets flew around them in Fallujah, Mortenson’s editors called to say they’d like more feature stories about Iraq. He had to wonder if they were paying any attention to the news they were sending home. 

Mortenson’s disconnect with his editors was later resolved when, prior to their next deployment, he and Palmour took their editors to lunch and discussed the daily drama of war coverage, thus bringing them into the fold. They asked for trust in their news judgment and got it. As a sort of test, they asked for the best body armor money could buy, and also got that. What they didn’t get afterward were wacky requests for stories that didn’t stand up to reality. 

· Management, too, needs educated on what they’re sending people into and who these people are. They need to understand the reporters’ motives and needs. Mortenson, on his second tour to Iraq, made sure he had a contact person on his desk who was tuned into his assignment and knew how to talk to them. 

· Simple things like ensuring all the company bills get paid and that journalists have enough cash and credit on their credit cards goes a long way. Schmickle once had to use her credit card to buy a car overseas. 

· Rubin suggests that editors clearly define expectations, such as how long the reporter or photographer will be remain on the story, how often he or she is expected to produce copy and/or photos and how often they should check in. 

· Plans will change and sometimes a journalist is asked to remain in place for longer, but it is useful to start out with a plan and then assess whether the person should stay longer. Editors should also use this as an opportunity to define what the correspondent should expect in the field in terms of danger, security issues, equipment, and daily routine.  Most people come eager, but unprepared. Rubin said she was always glad when reporters considering whether to take an Iraq assignment called ahead and asked questions, which showed that they were thinking it through and were realistic. 

· Rubin suggests laying out a clear ‘time off’ schedule, both while in the conflict zone and afterward. While it is often difficult to have a “day off” when you can’t do anything other than sit in your bedroom, spending a day reading a novel and not worrying about deadlines is better than fitfully reporting, shooting photos or reading the wires.

· To keep in contact, make sure that if a desk is not staffed, that all correspondents in the field have the phone numbers of at least two editors who can be reached at any time, in case of emergency or an urgent news decision. At the same time, consider time changes before making calls. Several journalists recalled the added stress and sleep deprivation from receiving odd-hour calls from editors many time zones away. It is hard to sleep when you anticipate being woken up by the desk.  

· When talking with reporters, do ask about their health, their state of mind and whether they have gotten enough food and sleep. Rubin had one editor who always made a point to first ask how she was doing, if she’d had dinner and so on. 

“Most important, he took my answers into consideration when assigning stories. If you said you had a terrible cold and a cough … he would say ‘Let’s get you some help on that daily’” story, Rubin said. 

· Most journalists in the field are doing their best to get the story, stay alive, and remain decent individuals. When an editor finishes talking about the story and says, ‘what do you think you’ll have tomorrow?’ – it is demoralizing and reflects a lack of empathy for how hard it may have been to get through that day. It makes a difference to morale to inject praise for the work done. Praise can buoy moods and help staffers feel connected to home. Several journalists at the seminar described editors who merely said, “Uh huh, Uh huh, hmm…” and could be heard typing on their computers as the reporter described bomb scenes and a narrow escape from gunmen.  
· When journalists are in the middle of covering a war, disaster or attack, they are often oblivious to what else is going on in the world, or unable to get access to it because of poor satellite connections. This amplifies the feeling of being cut off.  By giving the reporter a sense of where their coverage fits into the overall picture, it can make them feel part of the larger news gathering effort. It can also help inspire someone to keep going (if they have a big story) or relax a little if they are only going to be asked to write a little. 

· If possible, at least one senior editor should visit the war or disaster zone at least once. This sends the signal that the editors care about the story and it gives the editor a chance to assess obstacles to coverage and to calibrate requests based on hands-on experience. Of course, everyone has different thresholds so it’s possible a ‘tough-guy’ editor might come and say ‘well, I don’t know why you don’t embed with the insurgency…’ but I think it’s more likely that an editor would feel the same frustrations as a reporter over safety, communications and so on. 

· If the journalist comes from another department, it helps to make sure that his or her section understands that just because the person has come ‘home’ doesn’t mean they should go straight back to work. 

· An important part of the overall experience for both the correspondent or photographer and the editor is a semi-formal debriefing. It is a chance for both sides to discuss what went well and what needs improved. This is not a psychological discussion so much as a chance to gauge a journalist’s overall response to the experience, to demonstrate an interest in them, and to show appreciation and respect for their efforts. It also provides a natural opportunity to remind them about the mental health benefits available, should they want to take advantage of them.  

In generating the conversation, keep the questions open ended. Don’t empathize or say you know how they feel. This is about listening to them and leaving them as much space as possible to verbalize a bit about the experience. Give the reporter or photographer enough time to talk. It’s hard to say an exact amount of time since some people say more and some less, but generally pick a time when you don’t have to rush off to a meeting. This is also an opportunity to get a baseline sense of how the person is doing. Six weeks later, you can think back to this and have a feel for whether the person is doing better or worse or about the same. 

     Ask about their experience – What did they like or not like? 

     What did they find frustrating ?

     What could the desk do better? 

     What was hard ?

      How are they feeling? 

Another idea is to have some kind of event that recognizes the person’s contribution—a lunch perhaps and a conversation with one of the paper’s senior editors that makes the person feel appreciated and not dropped cold because they are no longer providing essential news from the front.

· Those who have shared time on an intense story should get together. Maybe the person’s daily editor and the photographer who worked with them should have lunch. 

“You become so close to those people who are working with you in a disaster area and with the editor handling your copy or photos that to suddenly have that intense relationship end is at best sad and at worst intensifies the sense of isolation,” Rubin said. 

· Not everyone returning from war zones needs to schedule a consultation with a mental health professional. Indeed, if such a consultation is done too soon, it can refresh memories of an upsetting event or events, rather than letting the negative aspects of the experience recede on their own. 

· Finally, to emphasise key points above, most journalists are resilient – but most, like soldiers, doctors and emergency workers, also experience a tremendous sense of letdown when they return from a mission. That may migrate into depression, abusive behavior, and worse. They feel distant from their family and friends who have not seen the same things, and much of “normal” life seems trivial. Since this can be as difficult and corrosive a period as the time actually spent in a disaster area, it is a good idea to help people with the transition. 
Brayne pointed out that when post-traumatic symptoms surface, either directly or “sideways” in various forms of dysfunction and distress (think of alcohol …)  management must be prepared to react -  with support, understanding, care and also for the minority for whom this might be helpful, with the provision of confidential counseling/trauma-focused treatment in the background.  Managers who show real, human interest in their returning journalists have, in the longer term, less trauma to contend with. 
· Acute stress after covering a war zone is not abnormal, Brayne said. Sadness, jumpiness, irritability, feeling upset by memories or reminders, sleeplessness – all are neither uncommon nor to be feared. However, if these symptoms do not abate within a few weeks, and get “stuck in the system,” then it may be advisable to seek extra, expert support. 
Journalists can be affected or damaged by trauma in a number of ways. What’s sometimes called “Type 1” trauma can be seen as a sudden, one-off, recognizable external event, such as an accident, witnessing a killing or armed attack or surviving a near miss. “Type II” trauma can be seen as a kind of “final straw” – a breaking point after previous incidents or experiences. The “trigger” for a collapse or breakdown might be something as simple as getting yelled at at work or, having the family pet ran over by a car. What does make a big difference in making trauma easier to deal with is deriving a sense of meaning and support from one’s work. Indeed, it’s probably healthier for journalists back from war not to head off immediately on a long solo holiday, but (with appropriate breaks) to get back to work, but at a reduced pressure for awhile.  
