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C H A P T E R  1 6

Don’t Be a Jerk: Guidelines for Ethical and 
Sustainable Collaboration among Reporters, 

Fixers, and Local Producers Covering Warzones

Johana Kotišová

Media professionals’ mental well​being and ill health are often discussed as subjects of psychol-
ogy or psychiatry. This chapter shifts the attention to the fundamentally sociological, social, 

organisational, and work-​related character of the problem of journalists’ mental well​being or ill-​health 
(Kotišová, 2019) while focusing on conflict reporting.

If you are a journalism student or a media professional planning to cover conflicts and wars across 
the world, you might need to work with local producers, fixers, or translators—​or you might find your-
self in the role of a fixer or a producer. This chapter provides a series of research-​based tips1 for foreign 
and local reporters, fixers, and producers covering conflicts and explaining the best—​psychosocially 
sensitive and sustainable—​practices of collaboration within transnational teams covering conflict 
zones. The tips and questions to address before going to a warzone should help you avoid unintended 
harm to your (local) collaborators and yourself, make your work more ethical and transparent, and 
maintain good long-​term relationships with the conflict reporting community.

Beyond the Myth of the Cool Lone Wolves

The prospect of covering conflicts motivates many young people to study journalism and many early-​
career journalists to choose the path of a war reporter. You witness history as it unfolds, you can shape 
audiences’ perception of key affairs of your time, you see and experience dramatic events that reveal the 
best and the worst in people, and you step out of your comfort zone. In short, you get to know what 
bare life is about. Much of this appeal is based on the myth of war reporters as autonomous, neutral, 
brave, adventurous, cool individuals who travel to a remote war and bring home the truth (see, e.g. 
Hallin, 1986; Pedelty, 2022; Peters, 2011). As Daniel Hallin writes in his seminal book on the Vietnam 
War, this “myth” is not a mere lie or an illusion; it is a “deeply held system of consciousness that pro-
foundly affects both the structure of the news organisation and the day-​to-​day practice of journalism” 
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(Hallin, 1986, p. 23). This myth, however, also conceals some parts of the reality of conflict reporting 
and lies at the core of some of the aspects of conflict reporting that need changing:

	• the taboo and stigma surrounding trauma in war reporting,

	• the lack of organisational support for reporters’ (including freelancers’ and local collaborators’) men-
tal well​being,

	• the neglect of journalists’ bodies and embodied knowledge,

	• the negligence of the vital role of local media professionals in the role of fixers or local producers, 
their trauma and well​being.

In turn, stigmatising and neglecting the parts of war reporting that do not fit into the myth—​local 
media professionals, all the media professionals’ bodies of knowledge, and psychosocial struggles—​can 
make war reporting unethical and exploitative (Kotišová, 2019). This chapter looks beyond this neglect 
and stigma.

Conflict Reporting Ecology and the Duty of Care

The conceptual background of this chapter thus consists of, first, the notion of networked conflict 
reporting ecology formed by a complex and dense net of information gatherers, producers, dissemina-
tors (i.e., reporters, photographers, fixers, camera persons, producers, news assistants, etc.) and media 
organisations/​teams in the role of nodes (Ford & Hoskins, 2022; Heinrich, 2011). This theoretical 
focus on interactions and environments stresses the fundamentally social, organisational, and work-​
related character of emotional experiences and mental well​being and implies that mental ill-​health is 
clearly an individualised (Beck & Beck-​Gernsheim, 2002) rather than an individual problem, as might 
seem from the practice of diagnosing and treating media professionals with PTSD or depression as 
individuals (i.e., without curing the system of conflict reporting).

Second, relatedly, I argue that those who inhabit the conflict reporting ecosystem have the duty 
to care for each other, practically and emotionally. The tips listed below are based on an extrapolated, 
ethical understanding of the duty of care. The legal version of the duty of care, a legal obligation gov-
erning the responsibilities owed by employers to employees, has been criticised for being too limited in 
the context of conflict reporting. The critical debate has been evolving around how far the duty of care 
provided by “Western” organisations extends to freelancers and locally hired media professionals in the 
current conflict newsmaking ecosystems in the Global South (e.g., Creech, 2018; Pendry, 2015). As 
foreign and conflict reporting has undergone dramatic changes over the last decades and media organ-
isations outsource much of the work to freelancers, stringers, and local collaborators (Murrell, 2010; 
Palmer & Fontan, 2007), the expectations of what duty of care should entail and what care needs to 
be provided have also changed. Some authors currently understand the duty of care as a duty, on the 
part of media organisations, to provide adequate resources for training and protection and create as safe 
as possible working conditions for all employees and collaborators, from correspondent to fixer (see 
Filer, 2010). The idea has been articulated and advocated by organisations such as the International 
Federation of Journalists, the Dart Centre for Journalism and Trauma, Reporters Without Borders, 
the Committee to Protect Journalists, and the International News Safety Institute (Filer, 2010) and 
has been adopted by some media organisations, but it has not been universally accepted within the 
industry.
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In this chapter, I claim that those actors who find themselves higher in the hierarchy of con-
flict reporting and related hierarchy of safety, such as media organisations based in the Global North 
(Creech, 2018), should extend their duty of care obligations to all (news)workers who take part in con
flict reporting and attempt to offer all their collaborators, including freelancers and local collaborators, 
respect, peer support, counselling, and psychological assistance.

Local and locally-​based media professionals who are at home in conflict zones are particularly 
vulnerable. These locals face the doubled emotional toll of covering violence in their community (Al-​
Ghazzi, 2023): participating in what they are covering. At the same time, foreign “parachute” reporters 
often outsource empathy to these local collaborators, who soften insensitive questions and behaviour 
towards local survivors and thus act as “buffers” or “filters” (Kotišová, 2023). With empathy, foreign 
reporters outsource many mental health risks. Mental health and well​being risks add to the local 
media professionals’ precarity and present a severe issue in conflict-​reporting ecosystems. Thus, media 
industries must significantly improve their capacity to prepare all—​freelancers, local collaborators, and 
reporters—​for emotionally difficult assignments and overcome work-​related psychological injuries. 
While this may be difficult to imagine in countries where trauma is stigmatised and not recognised, 
there is a globally growing awareness of the need for trauma-​informed education and mental health 
care that needs to be carefully adjusted to the context (Røren et al., 2019).

The tips below deal primarily with collaboration and support between or among individual media 
professionals on the spot, such as “foreign” reporters, typically from the Global North, and “local” fix-
ers/​producers, who are at home in conflict zones. The idea behind this bottom-​up focus is that much 
of the equalisation of conflict-​reporting ecosystems can be carried out on the spot by enacting mutual 
respect, mutual support, and caring for others.

Methodological Note

This chapter is based on a research project that studies the distribution of risks and emotions in con-
flict reporting. The project draws from forty interviews with media professionals covering the Russo-​
Ukrainian War and the Israeli-​Palestinian conflict conducted between May 2021 and February 2023 
online or offline in Kyiv, Lviv, Amsterdam, Brussels, and Prague. The interviews revolved around 
collaboration between reporters and fixers, mental well​being, and support—​insurance, contracts, 
equipment, and training—​offered to the media professionals by media companies. In addition, the 
project draws from online ethnography, namely, following online materials, discussions, testimonies, 
and interactions related to transnational collaborations in covering the Russo-​Ukrainian War. The tips 
listed and explained in the rest of the chapter build on parts of the data speaking to the best and worst 
practices of collaboration within the conflict reporting ecosystems and (missing) support from media 
organisations.

I address three groups of people inhabiting the conflict reporting ecosystems: (1) reporters “for-
eign” to the conflict zone, (2) “local” and locally based fixers and producers who are at home in the con-
flict zone, (3) and implicitly also media organisations, typically “Western,” for which these two groups 
of media practitioners work and who co-​shape the rules of the collaboration. The dichotomic language 
of “local” and “foreign,” “fixer” and “reporter,” but also “Western” and “non-​Western” (or similar cat-
egories) is inadequately schematic. Given the various proximities to a conflict (Ahva & Pantti, 2014), 
few people are pure foreigners or pure locals who only work as fixers, and any dichotomic constructions 
do not hold in the current world. I stick to these categories for a lack of more nuanced language; see 
their criticism by Kotišová and Deuze (2022), Plaut and Klein (2019), and Shome and Hegde (2002).
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Tips for Media Professionals Covering Conflicts

Find a Legitimate Motivation

First, think twice about why you want to go there and/​or cover the war. Be honest with yourself. Will 
your eyewitness testimony about others’ suffering help anything or anyone? Or are you driven by the 
urge to see and experience the war yourself? Does the desire involve your adrenaline levels or your 
career cupidity?

Witnessing others’ suffering comes with responsibilities linked to your professional identity (the 
fact that you are a journalist/​fixer/​producer) and/​or the fact that you are a human being. As a jour-
nalist, you provide service to the public while inherently acting on values historically linked to liberal 
democracy (Zelizer et al., 2022), such as human rights. Some argue that as a human witness of others’ 
suffering, you are morally obliged to act by speaking about others’ suffering and sharing what you wit-
ness so that others know and can act too (Boltanski, 1999). It may sound banal, but many journalists 
go into conflict as war tourists because they want to see the war for themselves and feel what it is like 
to be in a warzone. Some more experienced journalists admit their “adrenaline addiction”. Politico’s 
senior writer Jack Shafer (2022) recently summarised why journalists “love” war: war sells, exploits 
journalism’s negativity bias, advances careers, gives you meaning, and triggers the “do something” 
response in reporters. Additionally, in a way, war reporting is easy. However, most of these reasons are 
egocentric, and none legitimise going to a warzone vis-​à-​vis journalistic norms and principles, however 
revolutionary. Therefore, keep questioning your steps. For example, what’s the purpose of going closer 
to the frontline: is the louder sound of shelling worth the increased risk?

Knowing that you do a good, ethical job is inherent to resilience (Miller, 2021). On the contrary, 
based on a recent meta-​analysis of responses from 4,558 journalists globally, feelings of guilt have a 
more powerful impact on journalists’ mental ill-​health than the length of exposure to distressing con-
tent (Flannery, 2022). Having a legitimate motivation to report on a conflict is thus the first small step 
to avoiding unethical practices, feelings of guilt, and related mental health issues.

Get Ready

Do you know how to behave under shelling? Do you know basic first-​aid procedures? Do you know how 
you react to the smell of corpses, the sound of shooting and bombs? Are you ready to deal with images of 
suffering, destruction, and death? Have you ever had a panic attack? Are you going to hinder anybody?

You cannot prepare for everything, but going to a conflict zone as tabula rasa is not a good idea. 
Many guides and training programmes can help you prepare for practical tasks and get to know your 
reactions. Hostile environment training, organised by different NGOs, sometimes specifically for free-
lancers, often includes first aid training,2 risk assessment, digital security workshops, and a stress test, 
which can help you assess whether you are a suitable candidate for a conflict reporter. Some of these 
courses can be pricey (and the cost can be covered by a media organisation at which you work), but 
there are also pro bono courses for freelancers and/​or local fixers, such as the annual course “Reporting 
Safely in Crisis Zones” co-​organised by the ACOS Alliance, Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma, 
and James W. Foley Foundation (see the book’s Further Multimedia and Online Resources You Might 
Find Useful). While many of these pieces of training focus on your physical reactions to stress and 
physical risks, they sometimes—​and increasingly often—​also include forms of emotional self-​care and 
trauma awareness training. Additionally, reading and thinking through resources provided by the Dart 
Center, International Journalists’ Network, Committee to Protect Journalists, and other organisations 
(see the Further Multimedia and Online Resources You Might Find Useful) can help you think through 
what parts of the story will be difficult for you, what helped you when you were in a similar situation 
before, and how to best tackle the upcoming conflict assignment.
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Define Mutual Expectations—​and Try to Deliver What You Promised

Not getting the material that one counts on—​and not being able to meet deadlines—​is an enormous 
source of stress, especially for freelance reporters who build their reputation based on being able to 
complete assignments well and on time. Not getting paid is also a source of negative emotions such as 
anger and frustration (Borri, 2013). Thus, it is important to sit down with your team and define—​and 
write—​realistic mutual expectations regarding tasks (including deadlines), money, safety, content, and 
credit. Some of my research participants suggested such an explicit and perhaps even formal contract—​
reporters, fixers, and local producers—​as a tool that could help avoid many misunderstandings and 
sources of wrong, frustration, and stress.

Tasks. If you are a local fixer or producer, make sure to deliver the appointments, interviews, visual 
material, and logistical assistance (including access to locations) that you promised or their equivalents. 
Agree on plans B and C (and perhaps D). If you are a reporter who hires a local collaborator, be realistic 
in what types of contacts and material you can demand and what your collaborator can manage to do 
in a day with a reasonable workload.

Money. If you hire a local collaborator, find a consensus on all money-​related issues in 
advance: amount, forms of payment, insurance, compensation for logistics-​related expenses, and ide-
ally also liability issues: what happens if something happens. Freelance reporters who hire local col-
laborators on their own often do not have the resources to pay for others’ insurance or compensate 
the local collaborators for injuries or worse; therefore, if possible, these discussions should involve the 
target media organisation—​if there is one (see point 7).

Safety. Discuss each other’s limits of risk they are willing to take. Respect others’ limits and wor-
ries. Draw a team red line. This red line can be geographical (for example, defined by distance to a 
frontline) and situational (for example, the type of people you are willing to meet for an interview). As 
people are in different life and family situations and have others to care for and diverse past experiences, 
this red line should ideally be consulted with a security advisor and adjusted to the most cautious mem-
ber of the team (that is, you should go only as far as they want to go). In this way, no one will take risks 
beyond what they are willing to take. This is not only about respect for each other’s feelings but also 
about hard security: feeling in danger can lead to panic attacks and/​or behaviour that increases rather 
than decreases the risks. If the redlines of team members are too different and you cannot answer the 
question of “how far you can go” as a team, it is legitimate to split the group up, either temporarily or 
for good. If you wish to sleep on the frontline, do so, but do not force your local collaborators to stay 
with you.

Content. Discuss who has the final word about the story, who bears responsibility for its content, 
and who gets the credit.

Respect for Other Team Members’ Knowledge

If you are coming to a conflict zone as a foreigner and plan to work with local producers, photographers, 
journalists, fixers, translators, and drivers, keep reminding yourself that many of your local collabora-
tors are more knowledgeable about the context and history than you are. They have lived through the 
history of the conflict, and their everyday life has been affected by it. They might have lost a loved one 
to the war, come from an occupied area, their families still live there, or have been displaced.

So, be humble. Respect your collaborators’ knowledge and learn from it. Ask them. Be curious 
what they think about the guy whose answers they just translated, about his accent and his words. Be 
interested in how to approach local citizens. Let your collaborators decide when it is the right moment 
to start filming. Discuss your stories, angles, and ready texts with them before releasing them. Make 
sure they agree that the final piece is accurate.
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Do not automatically presuppose that your local collaborators are “biased”. Their “bias” does not 
necessarily mean that they will distort the information they give you or arrange interviews with only 
one type of source. Rather, they will not recommend people who speak blatant untruths and will not 
slip into the false balance where voices based on available knowledge are given the same space and 
legitimacy as misleading voices that distort information.

Vice versa, if you are a local media professional in the role of a fixer, try to take a step back and 
look at your work through the lens of your foreign collaborator’s audience and media organisation. 
They might need a certain level of simplification, yet, like your compatriots, they deserve to have all the 
available verified information—​even if the truth is not convenient for your cause.

Some local media professionals experience the lack of credibility assigned to them because they are 
locals and, therefore, “too emotional” to be trusted, as epistemic injustice (Arjomand, 2022; Fricker, 
2007). In my recent research, I show that, as opposed to the frequently reproduced common-​sense 
link between emotionality and bias/​lack of credibility, locals’ emotional links to their communities can 
contribute to the accuracy and detail of reporting and journalism ethics (Kotišová, 2023). Moreover, 
combining local news workers’ embeddedness and experience with international teams often leads to 
a critical perspective on their context (Budivska & Orlova, 2017). They want the context to become 
better—​that is why they are usually very skilled at critical thinking. Sometimes foreign journalists 
come to a conflict zone equipped with stereotypical story ideas and ready-​made opinions. That is, with 
bias. These reporters are then criticised by local media professionals for “fast food journalism” (see, e.g. 
Hoxha & Andresen, 2019; Paterson et al., 2012).

In turn, this epistemologically lazy and superficial form of reporting can go hand in hand with out-
sourcing empathy to local media professionals. When there is a team consisting of a reporter who is for-
eign to the context and local media professionals, the locals, while translating interviews, often act as a 
“filter” or “shield” that protects the local sources/​survivors from insensitive, too direct questions posed 
by the reporter (see Dovzhyk, 2022). Thus, this linguistic translation not only involves cultural media-
tion, which is far from being a straightforward and unproblematic conversion (e.g., Amich, 2013) but 
also interpersonal mediation. At the same time, however, local media professionals often value foreign 
reporters’ bird’s eye perspective, which helps them notice potential blind spots. Moreover, foreign 
reporters know their audiences and editors’ needs and values. This type of knowledge is also crucial in 
conflict reporting, where each individual piece must be understandable and relevant for audiences who 
are not immersed in the context and justifiable, given the limited media space and the current attention 
economy. Therefore, you can value your colleagues’ views and see objectivity as collaborative.

Be Careful about Linguistics

Do not call your local collaborators automatically “fixers”. If you do not know how they advertise 
their services, ask them how they want you to call their job. Local producer? Associate producer? News 
assistant? Fixer? Journalist? Very often, these “fixers”—​connotating plumbers or unskilled workers—​
have university degrees from elite universities and speak multiple languages. You may well work with 
someone bright and wise, even if they speak English or French with an accent. They are sometimes 
experienced journalists, producers, or photographers. Their work is by no means simple: they mediate 
between cultures. In addition, to do this, they need to be sensitive and have other special skills.

Recent research confirms that some local media professionals find the term “fixer” imprecise or 
even offending and shows that in practice, the categories of fixers and journalists very often overlap, 
to the extent that approximately 20% of people working in foreign reporting self-​identify as “fixer-​
journalists” (Baloch & Andresen, 2020; Plaut & Klein, 2019).

Needless to say that the need to be sensitive and accurate about linguistic issues applies to any other 
term that you encounter on the ground and use in your stories. For example, there are very important 
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semantic differences between “killing,” “murdering,” and “executing” someone and between “war,” 
“occupation,” and “conflict”. There are also relatively precise definitions of “war crimes” or “human 
rights violations”. Educate yourself about these definitions to be able to call a spade a spade. Make sure 
that everyone on the team understands the terms in the same way—​especially as direct translations can 
be culturally or linguistically problematic.

Never Sexually Harass Anyone

If your local collaborator attracts you romantically or sexually, never exhibit your feelings in 
unwanted ways.

Sexual harassment and sexualised violence in conflict reporting, like everywhere, come in many 
shapes and forms and are tightly linked to sexism, which can be informal or institutionalised, disguised 
as jokes, deliberate or unintended, subtle or blatant. Much of sexism is also institutionalised and 
entrenched in the structure of society, including newsrooms, such as giving preference to men when 
choosing long-​term correspondents and parachute reporters for conflict zones and dangerous areas 
and considering women physically and emotionally too fragile. Throughout my research on emotions 
in conflict reporting, I have heard stories about many forms of sexism, sexual harassment, and vio-
lence, ranging from an obsessive offering of sweets and cakes to a woman stringer to the worst form 
of sexual violence experienced while on assignment. Importantly, the size of a comfort zone varies, as 
people have different boundaries; even hugging someone (or hugging them longer than they want) or  
shaking hands can be experienced as transgressive based on personal boundaries and/​or cultural norms. 
Research also increasingly looks into online harassment, such as trolling, defaming, doxing, and bul-
lying, that disproportionately affects women and minorities and is not without mental health conse-
quences for journalists (Kantola & Harju, 2023; Lewis et al., 2020, Posetti et al., 2020). Each media 
professional is responsible for creating an environment where people do not feel uncomfortable or 
traumatised.

Advocate for Equal Protection and Support Your Colleagues

As a reporter coming to a conflict zone, you might be equipped with a flak jacket, helmet, war zone 
insurance, money, and the symbolic capital of being a journalist from the US, UK, Canada, Germany, 
or France. While local journalists and producers often do have access to the former, getting war insur-
ance to work in their own country is much more difficult, if not impossible. As locals, they do not have 
the symbolic capital that journalists from so-​called elite nations have. They did not choose to be at war; 
it is just a card they must play with. Thus, if you are on an assignment or work trip, try to persuade your 
medium to provide your collaborators with the same protection as you have. It is fair to be at the same 
level. None of the forms of protection taken individually—​helmets, vests, insurance, training—​will 
probably keep you alive. But as a whole, they matter.

Also, support each other emotionally. Building supportive communities and giving emotional 
support is another way of building resilience (Miller, 2021).

Indeed, conflict reporting is still marked by a hierarchy of risk and safety where staff correspon-
dents working in large Western media companies enjoy different levels of protection—​and therefore 
are exposed to different levels of risk and stress—​than freelancers and locally hired media professionals 
in conflict zones (Creech, 2018). While this hierarchy of safety and stress could be best fixed by the 
media industry, you may have the power to promote the change.

Acknowledge the Team Members

If your medium allows that and your local collaborators agree, be transparent about how the news piece 
came into existence. Give your collaborators a byline. If you write a long read or a more extended news 
report, you can even describe their role in the newsmaking process.
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(Not) being acknowledged can become a source of stress or frustration, depending on how much 
the local collaborator contributed and whether it is safe to expose their name to the public. In many 
contexts, local media professionals working with foreign media prefer staying behind the scenes because 
it is too dangerous to have their authorship exposed (Murrell, 2010, 2019). Therefore, communicating 
about the potential credit and its form is vital (see point 3).

Don’t Forget about Those Whom You Leave Behind

You will most likely get home safely. Your collaborators will stay. Keep it in mind during your trip and 
after that. Once you are at home, ask them how they are, if they need anything, and be ready to help. 
Also take good care of yourself. Having a few debriefing sessions with a therapist is never a shame, and 
there might be a lot to process. Your employer or client should pay for it and offer the same support to 
your local collaborators. While this may sound bold, some media organisations already do that, so it 
is realistic. Additionally, by asking your employer or client for this kind of support, you will let them 
know about your and your collaborators’ needs and clear the ground for a wider sensitisation of the 
industry to the emotional difficulty of your job.

In research, we call leaving the scene well “exiting ethics” (Tracy, 2010): leaving our sources and 
research partners in a state of mind where they do not feel abused or exploited. The same can be done 
in journalism. Make sure that your engagement with the context and the team does not leave the team 
members with a bitter aftertaste. You should also pay attention to your own postassignment emotional 
state (see the books in the section: With Further Multimedia and Online Resources You Might Find 
Useful).

Next Steps You Could Take…

Tips

	• Find a legitimate motivation
	• Get ready: take a HEFAT training, read about trauma and emotional self-​care
	• Define mutual expectations—​and deliver what you promised

	•	 Respect other team members’ knowledge
	• Be careful about linguistics
	• Never sexually harass anyone
	• Advocate for equal protection and support your colleagues
	• Acknowledge other team members
	• Don’t forget about those whom you leave behind

Talking Points

	• Consider how your approach might impact those you are working with? How could you take their 
feelings, emotions, knowledge, into account more?

	• What could be the benefits to you, and to your work, of working more collaboratively with fixers?
	• Discuss the role of a “fixers” and the dangers of being dismissive of their role.
	• Try to design a strategy for after you have left a conflict zone. What coping strategies can you use yourself, 
what support or resources can you request from your organisation, and what is in place for your colleagues 
you have left behind?

Funding

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
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Notes
	1.	The chapter is partly based on a blog post “Are you a journalist going to Ukraine? Don’t be a jerk” (Kotišová 2022) written 

right before the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
	2.	The usual abbreviation, HEFAT training: hostile environment and first aid training.
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