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Reporting from the digital frontline …

Source: PixabaySource: Screenshots of trailer of the film “The Cleaners”



Source: Tweet of Russian embassy in the UK. Screenshot 
taken 10 March 2022 at 15.52.  Tweet has meanwhile 

been blocked / removed by Twitter 

Source: New York Times, published 4 April 2022 Source: Screenshot of tweet by Christo Grozev 
(@christogrozev) taken on 1 March 2022 at 12.55 CET

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/04/world/europe/bucha-ukraine-bodies.html
https://twitter.com/christogrozev/status/1498620417891880968
https://twitter.com/christogrozev/
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Source: DW, 1 March 2023Source: BBC, 15 June 2023 

https://www.dw.com/en/greece-train-crash-leaves-dozens-dead/a-64847983
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65914476


Source: dw.com / Jochen Spangenberg

https://www.dw.com/en/how-war-videos-on-social-media-can-trigger-secondary-trauma/a-61049292


My working definition of 
vicarious (secondary) trauma here

A condition resulting from exposure to traumatic 
content indirectly, e.g. via screen. 

(This may involve listening to / viewing accounts of eyewitnesses or 
hearing from victims of trauma and violence.) 



Source: PTSD brain cloud



Spotting the signs of (someone) being “unwell” …
• Excessive use of drugs / alcohol (“substance abuse”), e.g. to 

forget (temporarily), have no bad dreams, to sleep, etc.
• Withdrawal from social activities or engagement with 

colleagues
• Being increasingly introvert
• Feelings of detachment from other people
• Difficulty to relate to mundane / ordinary concerns of 

others
• Being short-tempered / easily irritable
• …

Note of caution and advice: the above can be signs, but mustn‘t be. They can occur in both people who directly or indirectly witnessed potentially 
traumatising incidents. In any case: if you feel unsure about signs and symptoms, seek professional help or refer your colleagues / friends to experts!



Potential measures to try and avoid or reduce 
secondary / vicarious trauma

1. For management
2. For digital investigators



1. Management
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Source: APA

https://www.nami.org/Blogs/NAMI-Blog/October-2017/9-Ways-to-Fight-Mental-Health-Stigma
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2016/07-08/upfront-destigmatizing
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2. Digital Investigators
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Be prepared & alert / up your guards
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Know your triggers
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The power of sound
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Dealing with video (on social)

Source: Channel 4 video of Bucha, Ukraine, via YouTube

Source: Facebook settings

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pA8fJdeH-MU
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The thing about HOME office …
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Protect your colleagues and your audiences
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Source: Tweet by Malachy Browne

Source:  Archived image blurred and labelled as “graphic” by verification platform Truly Media

https://twitter.com/malachybrowne/status/1511066858790785032
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Talk to your bosses if necessary, address issues

Source: Unsplash



Seek professional help if necessary

Source: Unsplash



Brief summary
Photo:Jochen Spangenberg
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Source: Stuart D. Hughes in conversation with psychologist and trauma specialist Anthony Feinstein.
Organised by the Rory Peck Trust for Freelance Journalists. Recording of session (18 Nov 2020) available on YouTube

Source: Tweet exchanges Jochen Spangenberg -
Stuart D. Hughes. 

From Twitter on 18 Nov 2020

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=COtkgH3tvwc
https://twitter.com/jospang/status/1329147795731836928


Source: Eyewitness Media Hub

Source: Dart Center

Source: Headline Network

http://eyewitnessmediahub.com/uploads/browser/files/Trauma%20Report.pdf
https://dartcenter.org/media/advice-dealing-vicarious-trauma
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.mind.org.uk/media/4tybnie0/headlines-guide-to-vicarious-trauma.pdf


Source: Dhruti Shah in The Guardian, 16 Feb 2023Source: EDMO / Jochen Spangenberg, March 2022
Source: respective book (2022). 
Photo by Jochen Spangenberg

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/feb/16/whats-it-like-when-your-job-involves-wading-through-others-suffering-i-was-left-weeping-and-hopeless
https://edmo.eu/2022/03/28/mental-well-being-of-investigators-on-the-digital-frontline/


More of my / our research

Source: Research by Ioannis Sarridis, Jochen Spangenberg, Olga Papadopoulou and Symeon Papadopoulos (2023 – paper currently under review for publication)
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