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A Calling 

Journalism is a profession — but I also think of it as a 
“calling.” Here’s why I say that.

Journalists see things that most other people don’t and 
shouldn’t see. We see the bodies of the dead and dying from 
horrible accidents. We see families torn apart by tragedy. We 
see victims of floods, fires, tornadoes, hurricanes, 
earthquakes, and other disasters. We see cities and their 
populations decimated by war and violent protests. We see 
children shot to death in front of their houses. We see elderly 
people bleeding to death on a street corner because some 
thug wanted a few dollars from a wallet or purse. We watch as 
criminals die in the electric chair or on a table filled with tubes 
going into their bodies. We are attacked by a defendant in a 
courtroom or during a perp walk. We are shot at while 
covering a story. We are threatened by a crowd of people that 
doesn’t want us there.
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How do we cope with that? How do we cope with what we see 
— what we hear — what we touch — what we smell and 
taste? We are often eyewitnesses to extreme human 
suffering. How do we cope?
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The Trauma 

The Dart Center For Journalism & Trauma is a project of 
Columbia Journalism School. Researchers there did a study 
several years ago on the impact on journalists of covering 
trauma. Here’s some of what they found:

• Research suggests that between 80 and 100% of 
journalists have been exposed to a work-related 
traumatic event.

• Many experience repeated exposure.

◦ 92% of journalists reported experiencing at least 
four traumatic situations 

◦ Studies suggest the average number of work-related 
traumatic events range from 4  to 81, depending on 
the population being studied.

• Journalists experience violence, intimidation (verbal or 
physical threats focused on a person’s work as a 
journalist) and harassment (aggressive verbal or 
physical actions directed at someone because of another 
personal characteristic).

https://dartcenter.org/content/covering-trauma-impact-on-journalists
https://dartcenter.org/content/covering-trauma-impact-on-journalists
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◦ In 2018, 348 journalists were detained worldwide. 
Some of these detainees faced physical torture, 
extreme isolation, and other mistreatment 
(Reporters Without Borders [RSF], 2018).

◦ In one study of 977 female journalists, 21.9% 
reported experiencing physical violence in relation to 
their work, and 14.3% reported experiencing sexual 
violence in relation to their work (Barton & Storm, 
2016).

◦ 31% of Swedish journalists report receiving threats 
over the course of a year (Löfgren Nilsson & 
Örnebring, 2016).

Interestingly, the research also found that “despite repeated 
exposure to work-related traumatic events, most journalists 
exhibit resilience.” Researchers did find that a significant 
minority “are at risk for long-term psychological problems, 
including PTSD.”
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I spent much of my time as a street reporter covering crime 
and courts, and investigating dangerous people. I’ve had my 
life and the life of my family threatened on numerous 
occasions. While I’ve never counted how many traumatic 
events I covered during my career, the number 81 seems 
small over a period of four decades.

How do we cope?

Why would anyone want to put themselves through those 
kinds of experiences? I could ask the same thing about police 
officers, firefighters, emergency room doctors and nurses, and 
others who deal with daily trauma.

I believe that journalism, like the other professions mentioned, 
is a calling. A person is either called to that kind of work or 
they’re not. However, even someone who believes they are 
“called” to a dangerous profession can still struggle.
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The Toll 

I watch newscasts on multiple networks and local stations 
every day. I know a lot about what’s going on behind the 
scenes, and the look in a reporter’s face often tells its own 
story of the toll stories are having on them.

I recently saw that in the face of a reporter who was doing a 
live report from Ukraine. He looked like the war there had 
taken a personal toll on him. I was right. He wrote an opinion 
piece for USA Today a few days after I saw his report. Here 
are some highlights from his heart-felt article.

War changes you as a person. I’ve reported around the 
world, but the invasion of Ukraine has been especially 
difficult to bear witness to. 

In the days after Russia invaded on Feb. 24, analysts 
said Ukraine’s capital of Kyiv could fall in a matter of 
days. As missiles rained down on the city and 
incoming artillery got closer, everyone covering the 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/voices/2023/02/25/ukraine-war-haunts-me-journalism-trauma/11312926002/
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story had to make difficult decisions about their 
personal risk tolerance.

I decided I would stay, even when most of our crew 
pulled out. It wasn’t a question for me. I don’t regret 
my choice, but the decision has altered my life and 
mind forever. 

We feel OK, until we don’t. For many, post-traumatic 
stress disorder  is not a cut or wound that stings 
immediately, but rather a dull scar that remains 
dormant until a sound, a dream or a smell brings 
memories rushing back in a way that makes it hard to 
distinguish reality from imagination. 

Everyone talks about the live reports amid incoming 
artillery, the front-line packages and the brushes with 
danger. Rarely do we discuss what it feels like to get 
home from a monthslong assignment and lie there in 
silence. We don’t talk about the nightmares, the 
survivors' guilt or the loss of identity from getting too 
consumed by the story. That needs to change.

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20355967#:~:text=Post%2Dtraumatic%20stress%20disorder%20(PTSD)%20is%20a%20mental%20health,uncontrollable%20thoughts%20about%20the%20event.
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20355967#:~:text=Post%2Dtraumatic%20stress%20disorder%20(PTSD)%20is%20a%20mental%20health,uncontrollable%20thoughts%20about%20the%20event.
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Those of us who cover war, conflict and unrest have a 
responsibility to normalize the discussion around 
mental health and offer guidance to our colleagues 
across the industry that might be exposed to trauma in 
different ways. 

Addressing the struggles we face will also make us better 
listeners who can more acutely understand grief and 
trauma. From the mountains of Afghanistan to the 
deserts of Iraq to the coast of Gaza, I have found one 
constant. The civilians and soldiers we interview don’t 
agree to talk to us because they want to be part of the 
story. They speak because there is something 
cathartic about sharing one’s experience. 

Let’s take care of our own minds, so that we can keep 
telling the stories that matter.

Trey Yingst
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The Options 

What options are available for journalists struggling with 
trauma from what they see? Here are some suggestions:

• Talk with people you know who work in similar 
professions that face tough situations. I used to talk with 
police, firefighters, and coroners when I was a reporter. 
We were seeing the same things at the same time, and 
we often shared our thoughts and feelings. Hearing how 
they coped with what they saw was good for me to 
consider.

• As a former news manager, I highly recommend that 
news managers stay in touch with the emotional health of 
their team members. Don’t assume that everyone is 
okay. Let your team know that your door is always open 
to them to share anything they’re facing. Listen to them 
when they come to you. Don’t tell them to just suck it up 
and do their job. Ask questions that demonstrate that you 
care about them as people, not just employees. You can 
also meet with your general manager, senior editor, or 
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publisher to talk about how to best help journalists who 
are struggling with trauma.

• Don’t try to go it alone. Share your struggle with a friend, 
family member, fellow journalist, or professional 
counselor. Talk with the people you know who care about 
you — people you trust.
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