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Executive Summary

T h e  p r im a ry  a im  o f th is  s tu d y  w a s  to  e x p lo re  h o w  th e  m e d ia  re p o rt on  v ic t im s  o f 

m u rd e r a n d  m a n s la u g h te r  in N o rth e rn  Ire la n d . T w o  m e th o d o lo g ic a l a p p ro a c h e s  

w e re  e m p lo y e d  in o rd e r  to  re a lis e  th is  p r im a ry  a im . In d e e d , th e  s tu d y  u tilis e d  a 

re s e a rc h  fra m e w o rk  w h ic h  d re w  h e a v ily  on  a  q u a lita t iv e  a p p ro a c h  fo r d a ta  

g a th e r in g . W h e n  c o n s id e re d  c o lle c t iv e ly  th e  d a ta  p ro v id e s  an  in s ig h t in to  th e  

e x p e r ie n c e s  o f b e re a v e d  fa m ilie s  on  h o w  th e  m e d ia  re p o rte d  on  th e  d e a th  o f a  

lo ve d  one .

T h is  s tu d y  h a s  in v e s tig a te d  tw o  k e y  is su e s . F irs t o f a ll it id e n tif ie s  a n d  e x a m in e s  

th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  n e w s p a p e r  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  th e  v ic t im s ’ fa m ilie s . 

S e c o n d ly , it e x p lo re s  th e  im p a c t o f m e d ia  re p o rtin g  on  fa m ily  m e m b e rs  o f th o s e  

b e re a v e d  th ro u g h  m u rd e r a n d  m a n s la u g h te r  in N o rth e rn  Ire la n d . It e m e rg e d  fro m  

th e  s tu d y  th a t th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  fe lt  th a t th e  m e d ia  w e re  in tru s iv e  a n d  in s e n s it iv e  in 

th e ir  a p p ro a c h  w h ich  e x a c e rb a te d  th e  tra u m a  fe lt  b y  th e  fa m ilie s  o f lo s in g  a 

fa m ily  m e m b e r.

T h e  ta c tic s  e m p lo y e d  b y  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  to  m a k e  c o n ta c t w ith  th e  fa m ilie s  w a s  a 

fu n d a m e n ta l is su e  th a t e m e rg e d  fro m  th e  in te rv ie w  f in d in g s  a n d  o n e  th a t e a ch  o f 

th e  fa m ilie s  had  v a r io u s  e x p e r ie n c e s  of. S o m e  re s p o n d e n ts  v o ic e d  th e  o p in io n  

th a t th e  jo u rn a lis ts  w e re  e x tre m e ly  p e rs is te n t; s o m e  fe lt  th e y  h a d  be e n  d e c e iv e d  

w h ile  o th e r  re s p o n d e n ts  n o te d  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  w e re  ju s t  ru th le s s  in th e ir  a p p ro a c h  

to  th e m . N o n e  o f th e  fa m ilie s  in te rv ie w e d  v o ic e d  a  p o s itiv e  e x p e r ie n c e  d u r in g  th e  

in itia l c o n ta c t w ith  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  in d e e d  c o m m e n te d  th a t th e  in s e n s it iv e  n a tu re  

o f th e  jo u rn a lis ts  a p p ro a c h  a d d e d  fu r th e r  u p s e t to  th e m  a t th is  a lre a d y  d is tre s s in g  

p e r io d  in th e ir  lives.

T h e  im p a c t o f th is  re p o rtin g  on  th e  fa m ilie s ’ live s  w a s  d iff ic u lt  a n d  u p s e ttin g . T h e  

fa m ilie s  re p o rte d  fe e lin g  a  v a r ie ty  o f e m o tio n s  s te m m in g  fro m  th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s  

w ith  th e  n e w s  m e d ia . O v e ra ll, th e s e  e m o tio n s  h a d  q u ite  n e g a tiv e  c o n n o ta tio n s  

w ith  th e  fa m ilie s  re p o rtin g  fe e lin g  ‘u s e d ’ , ‘p o w e r le s s ’ a n d  w ith  s o m e  m o re  

e x tre m e  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f fe e lin g  ‘b e s ie g e d ’ a n d  ‘n e g le c te d ’ .

It is s u g g e s te d  th a t jo u rn a lis ts  re p o rtin g  on  th e s e  s e n s it iv e  c a s e s  n e e d  to  n e e d  to  

a d o p t a  m o re  h u m a n e  a p p ro a c h  w h e n  in te ra c tin g  w ith  th e  b e re a v e d  fa m ilie s  a n d  

th e y  m u s t ta k e  m u ch  g re a te r  ca re  in w h a t th e y  re p o rt, e n s u rin g  th a t th e  

in fo rm a tio n  is a c c u ra te  to  p re v e n t fu r th e r  d is tre s s . A  n u m b e r o f s a lie n t p o in ts  

e m e rg e d  re g a rd in g  is s u e s  o f c o n s e n t, p e rm is s io n  a n d  re s p e c t a n d  o ve ra ll th e
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fa m ilie s  a g re e d  th a t th e re  s h o u ld  be  s o m e  fo rm  o f C o d e  o f P ra c tic e  fo r  jo u rn a lis ts  

to  fo llo w .

W h ils t  th e  a u th o rs  a c k n o w le d g e  th a t th e  P re ss  C o m p la in ts  C o m m is s io n  h as  

s in c e  is su e d  g u id a n c e  fo r  fa m ilie s  on  d e a lin g  w ith  a tte n tio n  fro m  th e  m e d ia  a fte r  

th e  d e a th  o f a  lo ve d  o n e , th e  re s e a rc h  f in d in g s  c o n ta in e d  h e re in  s u g g e s t th a t th is  

g u id a n c e  d o e s  n o t go  fa r  e n o u g h  a n d  is re lia n t on  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  re -e v a lu a tin g  

h o w  th e y  in te ra c t w ith  th e  b e re a v e d  fa m ilie s . H o w e v e r, it is a m b ig u o u s  w h a t 

m e a s u re s  w ill be  p u t in p la c e  to  e n s u re  th a t th is  w ill h a p p e n . T h e re fo re , it is 

u n c le a r  a t th is  s ta g e  h o w  e ffe c tiv e  th is  g u id a n c e  w ill o p e ra te  in p ra c tice .
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Background to Research and Introduction

P u b lic  fa s c in a tio n  w ith  c r im e  a n d  ju s tic e  c o n tin u e s  to  g ro w ; th is  is p a rt ly  b e c a u s e  

m o s t p e o p le  h a ve  lim ite d  d ire c t c o n ta c t o r  e x p e r ie n c e  w ith  th e s e  m a tte rs  a n d  re ly  

on  m e d ia  re p o rts  to  g a in  th e ir  k n o w le d g e  (J e w k e s , 2 0 0 4 ). M a n y  s tu d ie s  h a ve  

id e n tif ie d  th a t c r im e  re p o rtin g  is p a r t ic u la r ly  ‘n e w s w o rth y ’  ̂ a n d  a  ‘s ta p le ’ o f th e  

m e d ia  m a c h in e  (E ric so n  et a i,  1 99 1 ; W illia m s  a n d  D ic k in s o n , 1 9 9 3 ; J e w k e s , 

2 0 0 4 ; M a rsh  a n d  M e lv ille , 2 0 0 9 ), w ith  th e  n e w s  m e d ia  s e le c tin g , d e fin in g  a n d  

e x p la in in g  e v e n ts  th a t c o m p r is e  ‘th e  n e w s ’ (E ld r id g e , 19 9 5  c ite d  in J e m p h re y  a n d  

B e rr in g to n , 20 0 6 ). C u rre n t ly  m u ch  a c a d e m ic  w o rk  h a s  be e n  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  h o w  

ce rta in  ‘c a te g o r ie s ’ o f o ffe n d e rs  a re  p o rtra y e d  b y  th e  m e d ia , su ch  as  w o m e n  

(W y k e s  a n d  G u n te r, 2 0 0 4 ), c h ild re n  (M a rsh  a n d  M e lv ille , 2 0 0 9 ), a n d  e ve n  th e  

e ld e r ly  (C o llin s  a n d  B ird , 2 0 0 6 ). T h e re  h a s  h o w e v e r o n ly  b e e n  a  litt le  a c a d e m ic  

w o rk  u n d e rta k e n  on h o w  v ic t im s  o f c r im e  a re  p o rtra y e d  b y  th e  m a ss  m e d ia  (se e  

W a rd le , 2 0 0 7  a n d  M a rsh  a n d  M e lv ille , 2 0 0 9 ). T h is  g la r in g  o m is s io n  o f w o rk  on 

th e  p o r tra y a l o f v ic t im s  c o u ld  p a r t ly  be  e x p la in e d  b y  th e  fa c t th a t c r im e  n e w s  p r io r  

to  th e  1 9 8 0 s  fo c u s e d  on  o ffe n d e rs , b u t in c re a s in g ly  in re c e n t y e a rs  th e re  h as  

be e n  m o re  e m p h a s is  on v ic t im s  (K a tz , 1 98 7 , c ite d  in G re e r 2 0 1 0 ) w h ic h  p a ra lle ls  

th e  in c re a s in g  c e n tra lity  o f v ic t im s  in th e  c r im in a l ju s t ic e  s y s te m , c r im in o lo g y  a n d  

e ve n  c r im e  f ic tio n  (C u m b e rb a tc h  a n d  H o w itt, 1989 ).

W h e re v e r  a  v ic tim  e x is ts  a  c r im e  h a s  b e e n  p e rp e tra te d  a n d  c r im e  s to r ie s  a re  th e  

b ig g e s t s e lle rs  a c ro s s  th e  m e d ia , in f ilm s  on te le v is io n , in th e  P re ss , a n d  in 

b o o ks . If it ‘b le e d s  it le a d s ’ is o fte n  an  a c c u ra te  d e s c r ip tio n  o f th e  w a y  in w h ich  

n e w s  is d e e m e d  as  n e w s w o rth y . T h e  id e a  o f th e  v ic tim  is c o m p e llin g  a n d  

te le v is io n  ra tin g s  a n d  n e w s p a p e r s a le s  o fte n  re ly  u p o n  th e  re g u la r ly  g ru e s o m e  

d e s c r ip t io n s  o f v ic t im s  o f c r im e s . H o w e ve r, th e  m e d ia  o ffe r  h ig h ly  v a r ia b le  le ve ls  

o f s y m p a th y  fo r  v ic t im s  re fle c t in g  th e  s p e c if ic  c o n te x t o f th e ir  d e a th s , o fte n  

d is t in g u is h in g  b e tw e e n  a  ‘d e s e rv in g ’ a n d  ‘u n d e s e rv in g  v ic t im ’, w ith  th e  fo rm e r  

‘d e s e rv in g ’ th e  la b e l o f v ic tim , fo r  e x a m p le  a  ch ild , w h ils t a  d e a th  in c u s to d y  m a y  

be  re p re s e n te d  as  an  ‘u n d e s e rv in g ’ v ic tim  a n d  th u s  u n d e s e rv in g  o f p u b lic  

s y m p a th y .

M uch  jo u rn a lis t ic  p ra c tic e  is ro u tin e , w ith  s to r ie s  s o u g h t a n d  re p o rte d  in 

a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  p re -c o n s tru c te d  n e w s  te m p la te s , o n ly  th e  n a m e s , d a te s  o r 

lo c a tio n s  ch a n g e . T h e  re s u lta n t o u tc o m e  o f su ch  re p o rtin g  is th a t jo u rn a lis ts  a ll 

to o  o fte n  p ro d u c e  e a s y  e x p la n a tio n s  o r s im p lis t ic  iro n ie s  to o  q u ic k ly  to

N e w s w o rth in e s s  is a  term  that e n c a p s u la te s  the  p erc e iv e d  public  a p p e a l o r public  in te res t o f an y  p o ten tia l 
n ew s story. N e w s w o rth in e s s  is d e te rm in e d  by new s va lu e s ; tha t m o re  new s v a lu e s  a  p o ten tia l story  
con form s to, the  m o re  n ew sw o rthy  it is p erc e iv e d  to b e  (Je w k e s , 2 0 1 1 :28 5 ).
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s u m m a ris e  v io le n t a c ts , w ith  th e  in d u s try  a c c u s e d  o f la c k in g  in p a tie n c e  and  

h u m ility  (C o te  and  S im p s o n , 2 0 0 0 ). T o  o v e rc o m e  th is  B u c h a n a n  (1 9 8 7 ) s u g g e s ts  

th a t jo u rn a lis ts  sh o u ld  a d o p t a  m o re  ‘h u m a n e ’ s ty le  o f re p o rtin g , th is  s ty le  o f 

re p o rtin g  re q u ire s  a  n e w  s e t o f a s s u m p tio n s  a b o u t th e  fa m ily  w h o  s u ffe r  th e  

tra u m a  a n d  n e w  th in k in g  a b o u t h o w  to  a p p ly  th e s e  id e a s  to  th e  s ta p le  w o rk  o f 

jo u rn a lis m . T h e  m o s t im p o rta n t o f th e s e  a s s u m p tio n s  is th a t tra u m a tiz e d  fa m ilie s  

h a ve  b e c o m e  d iffe re n t p e o p le  e m o tio n a lly . If n e w s  p ra c tic e s  ta k e  tra u m a  in to  

a c c o u n t th e ir  s to r ie s  c o u ld  a c tu a lly  h e lp  th e  fa m ilie s  o f v ic t im s  (C o te  and  

S im p s o n , 2 0 0 0 ). T h e re  is litt le  d o u b t th a t b e tte r  re p o rtin g  a b o u t tra u m a  can  h e lp  

re a d e rs  g a in  e m p a th y  fo r  th e  s u ffe r in g  o f v ic t im s  a n d  th e ir  fa m ilie s  a n d  e n rich  

e v e ry o n e ’s a w a re n e s s  o f th e  p o w e rfu l ro le  th a t tra u m a  p la y s  in p e o p le s ’ 

c o lle c t iv e  lives .

It is a g a in s t th is  b a c k g ro u n d  th a t S A M M  N l (S u p p o rt A fte r  M u rd e r and  

M a n s la u g h te r , N o rth e rn  Ire la n d ) c o m m is s io n e d  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f U ls te r to  

u n d e rta k e  a  s tu d y  on  h o w  th e  m e d ia  re p o rt on  v ic t im s  o f m u rd e r a n d  

m a n s la u g h te r  in N o rth e rn  Ire la n d . T h e  o u tp u ts  o f th is  re s e a rc h  h a v e  p ro d u c e d  

e m p ir ic a l e v id e n c e  on  th e  s ty le  o f n e w s p a p e r  re p o rtin g  th a t e x is ts  a ro u n d  

s e n s it iv e  a n d  tra u m a tic  e v e n ts  a n d  w h a t th e  fa m ilie s  o f th o s e  v ic t im s  th in k  a b o u t 

th e  c u rre n t s ty le  o f re p o rtin g  on  v ic t im s  o f m u rd e r a n d  m a n s la u g h te r . T h is  

e n h a n c e s  o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  v ic t im s ’ 

fa m ilie s  a n d  h a s  a lso  y ie ld e d  re c o m m e n d a tio n s  on  h o w  th e s e  s e n s itiv e  s to r ie s  

s h o u ld  be  re p o rte d  to  m in im is e  fu r th e r  tra u m a  to  th e  fa m ilie s  o f v ic tim s . T h e s e  

re c o m m e n d a tio n s  a re  in a d d it io n  to  th e  g u id a n c e  p u b lis h e d  b y  th e  P re ss  

C o m p la in ts  C o m m is s io n  (P C C ) e a r lie r  th is  y e a r  on  d e a lin g  w ith  a tte n tio n  fro m  th e  

m e d ia  a fte r  th e  d e a th  o f a  lo ve d  o n e  (P C C , 2 0 1 1 ). A s  m e n tio n e d  p re v io u s ly  

n e w s p a p e rs  a n d  m a g a z in e s  re g u la r ly  p u b lis h  s to r ie s  a b o u t p e o p le  w h o  h a ve  

d ie d , p a r t ic u la r ly  if th e  d e a th  h as  h a p p e n e d  in u n u s u a l c irc u m s ta n c e s  a s  th e s e  

s to r ie s  a re  p a r t ic u la r ly  ‘n e w s w o rth y ’ , th e y  a re  g e n e ra lly  e n tit le d  to  d o  so , 

p ro v id e d  th a t th e y  a b id e  b y  th e  te rm s  o f th e  E d ito rs ' C o d e  o f P ra c tice . H o w e ve r, 

m e d ia  in te re s t can  c a u s e  d is tre s s  to  th o s e  g r ie v in g  fa m ilie s . T h e  n e w  p ra c tic a l 

g u id a n c e  th a t h as  be e n  is su e d  fo rm s  an  a tte m p t b y  th e  P C C  to  e n s u re  th e  

in te re s ts  o f m e m b e rs  o f th e  fa m ily  a re  p ro te c te d . C o p ie s  o f th is  g u id a n c e  a re  

a v a ila b le  o n lin e  a t h ttp :/ /w w w .p c c .o rg .u k /n e w s /in d e x .h tm l? a r t ic le = N z E 5 0 Q  a n d  

a lso  a v a ila b le  in a p p e n d ix  1 o f th is  re p o rt. Im p o rta n tly  to o , th e  lo ca l m e m b e rs  o f 

S A M M  re q u e s te d  th a t th is  re s e a rc h  w a s  c o m m is s io n e d  b e c a u s e  th e y  w a n t to  te ll 

f/?e/r s to ry , a n d  to  be  in v o lv e d  in h e lp in g  s h a p e  ro b u s t g u id e lin e s  fo r  h o w  

jo u rn a lis ts  s h o u ld  tre a t a n d  in te ra c t w ith  th e  fa m ilie s  o f v ic t im s  o f m u rd e r and  

m a n s la u g h te r . T h is  s tu d y  is u n iq u e  a n d  in n o v a tiv e  a n d  a d d s  s ig n if ic a n t 

k n o w le d g e  to  an u n d e r re s e a rc h e d  a rea .
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Research Approach

Aim and Objectives

T h e  a im  o f th is  re se a rch  w a s  to  e x p lo re  h o w  th e  m e d ia  re p o rt on v ic t im s  o f

m u rd e r a n d  m a n s la u g h te r.

T h is  s tu d y  h a s  in v e s tig a te d  tw o  k e y  is su e s . F irs t o f a ll it id e n tif ie s  a n d  e x a m in e s

th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  n e w s p a p e r  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  th e  v ic t im s ’ fa m ilie s .

S e c o n d ly , it e x p lo re s  th e  im p a c t o f m e d ia  re p o rtin g  on  fa m ily  m e m b e rs  o f th o s e

b e re a v e d  th ro u g h  m u rd e r a n d  m a n s la u g h te r  in N o rth e rn  Ire land .

T h e  k e y  o b je c tiv e s  w e re :

1. T o  re v ie w  lite ra tu re  on  n e w s p a p e r  re p o rtin g  o f c r im e , s p e c if ic a lly  on  h o w  

v ic t im s  a re  re p re s e n te d

2. T o  u n d e rta k e  a th e m a tic  c o n te n t a n a ly s is  o f n e w s p a p e r  re p o rtin g  o f m u rd e r 

a n d  m a n s la u g h te r  in N o rth e rn  Ire la n d

3. T o  e x a m in e  th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  n e w s p a p e r  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  th e  v ic t im s ' 

fa m ilie s  th ro u g h  th e  v o ic e s  o f th e  fa m ilia l e x p e r ie n c e

4. T o  u n c o v e r h o w  fa m ilie s  o f v ic t im s  fe e l a b o u t h o w  th e  m e d ia  re p o rt on  c a s e s  

o f m u rd e r  a n d  m a n s la u g h te r

5. T o  u tilis e  th e  f in d in g s  to  m a k e  fu r th e r  re c o m m e n d a tio n s  on  h o w  th e s e  

s e n s it iv e  s to r ie s  s h o u ld  be  re p o rte d  to  m in im is e  fu r th e r  tra u m a  to  th e  fa m ilie s

Methods

T h e  re s e a rc h  in v o lv e d  a  v a r ie ty  o f re s e a rc h  te c h n iq u e s  in c lu d in g :

■ C o n d u c tin g  a  lite ra tu re  re v ie w  o f a c a d e m ic  a n d  o th e r  s o u rc e s

■ U n d e rta k in g  a  th e m a tic  c o n te n t a n a ly s is  o f n e w s p a p e r  re p o rtin g  on c a s e s  

o f m u rd e r  a n d  m a n s la u g h te r  to  p ro v id e  c o n te x t fo r  th e  re se a rch

■ P r im a ry  re s e a rc h  in th e  fo rm  o f s e m i-s tru c tu re d  in te rv ie w s  w ith  a  s a m p le  

o f th e  v ic t im s ’ fa m ilie s .

R e c ru itm e n t fo r  th e  v ic t im s ’ fa m ilie s  w a s  u n d e rta k e n  th ro u g h  S A M M  N l. A n  

a d v e rt is e m e n t w a s  p la c e d  in th e  S A M M  N l s u p p o rt m a g a z in e  a s k in g  fo r
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p a r t ic ip a n ts  w h o  w o u ld  be  w illin g  to  ta k e  p a rt in th e  re s e a rc h . A  s a m p le  o f th o s e  

w h o  re s p o n d e d  to  th e  a d v e rt a n d  w h o  w e re  w illin g  to  v o lu n te e r  to  b e c o m e  

in v o lv e d  in th e  s tu d y  w e re  c o n ta c te d  in w r it in g  b y  th e  re s e a rc h e rs . P a rt ic ip a n ts  

w e re  p ro v id e d  w ith  an  in fo rm a tio n  s h e e t; in te rv ie w  s c h e d u le , lis t o f s u p p o rt 

g ro u p s  a n d  a  c o n s e n t fo rm .

In a d d it io n  to  th e  in te rv ie w s , n e w s p a p e r  re p o rts  w e re  p ro v id e d  b y  th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  

w h ich  h e lp e d  to  c o n te x tu a lis e  th e  s tu d y . T h e m a tic  a n a ly s is  o f th e s e  re p o rts ^  p lu s  

th e  p a r t ic ip a n t ’s in te rv ie w  re s p o n s e s  led  to  th e  id e n tif ic a tio n  o f a  n u m b e r o f 

s u b s ta n tiv e  th e m e s  w h ich  a re  d e v e lo p e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  re m a in d e r  o f th is  repo rt.

W e  h a v e  d e lib e ra te ly  not inc luded  the  h ea d lin e s  o r c o n ten t of th e  reports in this s tudy to p ro tect the  
an o n ym ity  o f the  fam ilies.
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Substantive Themes

A s  m e n tio n e d  in th e  p re c e d in g  se c tio n  a  n u m b e r o f c le a r  id e n tif ia b le  th e m e s  

e m e rg e d  fro m  th e  a n a ly s is  o f th e  in te rv ie w s  a n d  fro m  th e  n e w s p a p e r  re p o rts . 

T h e s e  w e re :

■ T h e  in itia l c o n ta c t th e  fa m ily  h a d  w ith  th e  jo u rn a lis ts

■ T h e  c o n te n t o f th e  n e w s p a p e r  re p o rts

■ R e c o m m e n d a tio n s  a n d  g u id e lin e s  fo r  jo u rn a lis ts  w h o  re p o rt on th e s e  

s e n s it iv e  ca s e s

Initial contact the family had with journalists

T h is  th e m e  is c o n c e rn e d  w ith  h o w  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  in it ia te d  c o n ta c t w ith  th e  

fa m ilie s . O v e ra ll th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  fe lt  th a t th e  m e d ia  w e re  in tru s iv e  a n d  in s e n s itiv e  

in th e ir  a p p ro a c h  w h ich  e x a c e rb a te d  th e  tra u m a  fe lt  b y  th e  fa m ilie s  o f lo s in g  a 

lo ve d  on e . H o w  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  m a d e  c o n ta c t w ith  th e  fa m ilie s  w a s  a  fu n d a m e n ta l 

is s u e  th a t e m e rg e d  fro m  th e  in te rv ie w  f in d in g s  a n d  o n e  th a t e a ch  o f th e  fa m ilie s  

h a d  v a r io u s  e x p e r ie n c e s  of. S o m e  re s p o n d e n ts  n o te d  th a t th e  jo u rn a lis ts  w e re  

e x tre m e ly  p e rs is te n t; s o m e  fe lt  th e y  h a d  be e n  d e c e iv e d  w h ile  o th e r  re s p o n d e n ts  

n o te d  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  w e re  ju s t  ru th le s s  in th e ir  a p p ro a c h  to  th e m . N o n e  o f th e  

fa m ilie s  in te rv ie w e d  v o ic e d  a  p o s itiv e  e x p e r ie n c e  d u r in g  th e  in itia l c o n ta c t w ith  

jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  in d e e d  c o m m e n te d  th a t th e  in s e n s it iv e  n a tu re  o f th e  jo u rn a lis ts  

a p p ro a c h  a d d e d  fu r th e r  u p s e t to  th e m  a t th is  a lre a d y  d is tre s s in g  p e r io d  in th e ir  

lives . T h e  q u o ta tio n s  b e lo w  s u m m a ris e  th e  fe e lin g s  o f th e  fa m ilie s  in te rv ie w e d . 

T h e y  d e m o n s tra te  th a t th e  jo u rn a lis t ic  a p p ro a c h  m u s t be  ra d ic a lly  a lte re d  a s  to 

h o w  b e re a v e d  fa m ilie s  a re  a p p ro a c h e d  b y  th e  n e w s  m e d ia .

Every time we went in and out of the gate they were huddied there screaming at 
us...

They started to bombard me at home with phone caiis...iooking for an interview

Someone from [iocai radio station] posed as a member of pubiic to get 
information he ‘put himseif as someone who knew us

He toid my granny he was a friend of the famiiy and said i ’m here for your famiiy, 
what happened?
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T h e  n e w  P C C  g u id e lin e s  a p p e a r  to  h a v e  ta k e n  a c c o u n t o f th e  a fo re m e n tio n e d  

is s u e  a s  th e y  s t ip u la te  th a t jo u rn a lis ts  m u s t n o t e n g a g e  in h a ra s s m e n t a n d  in 

c a s e s  in v o lv in g  p e rs o n a l g r ie f jo u rn a lis ts  m u s t a p p ro a c h  th e  g r ie v in g  fa m ily  w ith  

s y m p a th y  a n d  d is c re tio n . T h is  c le a r ly  p la c e s  th e  re s p o n s ib ility  on  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  

to  a d o p t a  m a tu re  a n d  s e n s it iv e  a tt itu d e  in a tte m p tin g  to  s e c u re  a  ‘s to ry ’ . If th e  

fa m ily  d o  n o t w ish  to  s p e a k  to  re p o rte rs  th e  P C C  a d v is e  th a t an  e m a il s h o u ld  be  

s e n t to  th e m  to  he lp  to  p re v e n t fu r th e r  u n w a n te d  a p p ro a c h e s  fro m  th e  P re ss  

(P C C , 2 0 1 1 ). H o w e ve r, it is a lso  a c k n o w le d g e d  b y  th e  re s e a rc h e rs  th a t 

d is tre s s e d  fa m ilie s  w o u ld  be  u n a w a re  th a t th e y  c o u ld  ta k e  su ch  a c tio n  a s  th e y  

w o u ld  h a v e  no  re a so n  to  be  fa m ilia r  w ith  h o w  to  d e a l w ith  th e  m e d ia , o r  e ve n  

w h a t th e  ro le  o f th e  P C C  is. T h e re fo re  if th e  fa m ily  fe e l th e y  h a ve  be e n  tre a te d  

u n fa ir ly  b y  th e  m e d ia  th e n  S A M M  N l c o u ld  p ro v id e  g u id a n c e  on  h o w  to  re p o rt th e  

s p e c if ic  jo u rn a lis t  o r  n e w s p a p e r  to  th e  P C C .

The content of newspaper reports

W ith in  th e  b ro a d e r th e m e  o f th e  c o n te n t o f n e w s p a p e r  re p o rts  a  n u m b e r o f 

d is t in c t s u b - th e m e s  e m e rg e d  w h ic h  re q u ire  s e p a ra te  a tte n tio n . T h e s e  in c lu d e  th e  

s e n s a tio n a lis a tio n  o f th e  tra g ic  e v e n ts , in a c c u ra c ie s  re g a rd in g  th e  v ic tim  a n d / o r 

th e ir  fa m ily , in a p p ro p r ia te  p u b lis h e d  p h o to g ra p h s  o r im a g e s  a n d  th e  fa m ilie s ’ 

e x p e r ie n c e  o f th e  m e d ia  co n te n t.

Sensationalisation
M a n y  o f th e  fa m ilie s  v o ic e d  th e ir  s h o c k  a n d  e m b a rra s s m e n t a t h o w  th e  

c irc u m s ta n c e s  o f su ch  a  tra g e d y  c o u ld  be  s e n s a tio n a lis e d . T h e y  fe lt  th a t th is  

d e tra c te d  fro m  th e  c irc u m s ta n c e s  o f th e  in c id e n t a n d  le ft th e m  fe e lin g  p o w e r le s s  

a n d  th a t th e ir  w is h e s  a n d  in te rv ie w s  h a d  b e e n  a b u s e d  b y  th e  jo u rn a lis ts .  T w o  o f 

th e  m o s t c o m m o n ly  e x p re s s e d  w o rd s  w e re  ‘s a la c io u s ’ a n d  ‘c h e a p ’ a n d  it w a s  

s u g g e s te d  th a t s e n s a tio n a lis a tio n  w ill h e lp  to  m a k e  a  re p o rt on d e a th  m o re  

‘n e w s w o rth y ’ .

T h e  fo llo w in g  q u o ta t io n s  fro m  th e  re s p o n d e n ts  h ig h lig h t th e  a fo re m e n tio n e d  

tro u b le s o m e  is su e  o f s e n s a tio n a lis a tio n .

[They picked] out the juiciest bits to sensationalise

I refused to buy [the newspapers] because of the salacious crap...every day of 
the trail it was made out, highlighted, pinpointed.
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Too much emphasis is piaced on getting the story -  newspapers out to sett 
newspapers -  so many assumptions made; you are inctined to betieve what the 
newspaper has written

Peopie betieve what they read

if the death had been attributed to contact or paramititaries there woutd have 
been more media coverage, but because it wasn’t, there wasn’t.

The styte of reporting was very impersonat

it ’s just that you feet kind of stupid, you sort of feet that you are cheapening the 
whote episode because you are tatking to a newspaper about it. Maybe that’s 
because we are tike that but i fett cheap and i fett that i shoutdn’t be doing this 
and then the potice came in and we were surrounded by peopie we didn’t want to 
be surrounded by it was constant ait the time it never tet up

The headtines are just crazy some of the headtines read tike Agatha Christie

inaccuracies
O v e ra ll th e re  w e re  s o m e  d is c re p a n c ie s  b e tw e e n  th e  fa m ilie s  on  h o w  a c c u ra te ly  

th e  m e d ia  re p o rte d  on th e  d e a th  o f th e ir  fa m ily  m e m b e r. G e n e ra lly  fa m ilie s  e ith e r  

th o u g h t th a t th e  m e d ia  re p o rtin g  w a s  ‘fa ir ly  a c c u ra te ’ o r  a  c o m p le te ly  in a c c u ra te  

p o rtra y a l. W ith  re g a rd  to  th e  fo rm e r, a  fe w  o f th e  fa m ilie s  w e re  s a tis f ie d  th a t th e  

in fo rm a tio n  th e y  h a d  g iv e n  to  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  w a s  a c c u ra te ly  p re s e n te d  in th e  

n e w s p a p e r. H o w e ve r, m a n y  m o re  fa m ilie s  c o m m e n te d  th a t m a n y  in a c c u ra c ie s  

w e re  p r in te d ; th e s e  in c lu d e d  th e  fa m ily  d e ta ils  o f th e  v ic tim , th e ir  ag e , a n d  e ve n  

th e ir  b a c k g ro u n d . T h e  p r in tin g  o f su ch  in a c c u ra te  in fo rm a tio n  w a s  p a r t ic u la r ly  

d is tre s s in g  fo r  th e  fa m ilie s  a n d  th e  re s e a rc h e rs  fe e l th a t g re a te r  c a re  m u s t be  

ta k e n  b y  jo u rn a lis ts  to  e n s u re  th a t s im p le  fa c tu a l in fo rm a tio n  is a c c u ra te ly  

re p re s e n te d .

T h e  fo llo w in g  q u o ta t io n s  s e rv e  to  il lu m in a te  th e  d is c re p a n c ie s  re g a rd in g  th e  

a c c u ra c y  o f m e d ia  re p o rtin g .

/ woutd say that nine times out of ten if not ten out of ten these reports are taken 
and someone eise does the writing i think that is where the insensitivity comes in 
they don’t doubte check with the person who took the notes and they ecu id say
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well I ’m not really sure about this wee bit so I ’ll Just make this bit up without 
realising that an Inaccuracy can be really upsetting

The Inaccuracies made me mad. When people rung up I said I didn’t want to 
hear It. It was so terrible the way that things had happened that I just felt I 
couldn’t take anymore. It was very distressing, people who have phoned and said 
I just want to warn you, don’t lift the paper

What was In the paper was fairly accurate and I know they didn’t have all the 
details because he did a whole lot more...than what was printed. And I ’m glad 
they didn’t go Into detail that way

If the family have provided an Interview It should be given to them before It Is 
printed because accuracy Is everything nobody has the guts to challenge them 
and they think they can get away with It

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  P C C  E d ito rs ’ C o d e  o f P ra c tice , th e  P re ss  m u s t ta k e  c a re  n o t to 

p u b lis h  in a c c u ra te , m is le a d in g  o r d is to r te d  in fo rm a tio n  (P C C , 2 0 1 1 ). T h a t sa id , 

th e  re s e a rc h e rs  fe e l th a t g re a te r  c a re  m u s t be  a d o p te d  b y  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  to 

p re v e n t in a c c u ra te  in fo rm a tio n  b e in g  p u b lis h e d , e s p e c ia lly  b e c a u s e  th is  is 

s o m e th in g  th a t is v e ry  e a s y  to  g e t ‘r ig h t ’ if th e  fa m ilie s  h a v e  ta k e n  th e  t im e  to 

p ro v id e  th e  in fo rm a tio n  in th e  f irs t  p la ce .

Images
T h is  s u b -s e c tio n  is c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  im a g e ry  c o n ta in e d  w ith in  th e  m e d ia  

re p o rts . T h e  m a in  a re a s  o f c o n te n tio n  re p o rte d  b y  th e  fa m ily  m e m b e rs  w a s  th e  

h a ra s s m e n t th e y  s u ffe re d  in th e  jo u rn a lis ts ’ q u e s t to  o b ta in  p ic tu re s  o f th e  

g r ie v in g  fa m ily ; th e  la c k  o f p e rm is s io n  to  p u b lish  p ic tu re s , o r  a w a re n e s s  th a t th e  

p ic tu re s  w e re  g o in g  to  be  p u b lis h e d  in th e  p a p e rs  a n d  th e  u p s e t th a t th is  c a u s e d .

She took the photo at the grave which I took exception to because...! just felt like 
you know we weren’t those type of people we didn’t like sensationalism and It 
made us feel cheap I just felt It cheapened us as a family, I thought It made It 
look like we were yobby types getting our photo taken anywhere. It was done to 
sensationalise It and I thought It was awful.

Even whenever the church doors opened there was a mass of snapping went on
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Whenever we were coming out of the church they were there standing across the 
road and the next day there were photos in the paper

Look at those photographs, they are disgusting. We didn’t even know they were 
being taken and the next day our phone never stopped with peopie ringing up in 
fury

i gave them one photo -  i don’t know where they got the rest

[The photo] showed [the victim] being brought out of the house in a body-bag

i don’t want to open my paper and see someone tying dead

In o rd e r  to  s a fe g u a rd  fa m ily  m e m b e rs  fro m  h a ra s s m e n t b y  re p o rte rs  a tte m p tin g  

to  ta k e  p ic tu re s  o f th e  d e c e a s e d  o r th e ir  fa m ily , th e  n e w  P C C  g u id e lin e s  s ta te  

th a t jo u rn a lis ts  m u s t n o t e n g a g e  in in tim id a tio n , h a ra s s m e n t o r p e rs is te n t p u rs u it; 

th e y  m u s t n o t p e rs is t in . . .p u rs u in g  o r p h o to g ra p h in g  in d iv id u a ls  o n c e  a s k e d  to  

d e s is t; n o r re m a in  on  th e ir  p ro p e rty  w h e n  a s k e d  to  le a ve  a n d  m u s t n o t fo llo w  

th e m  (P C C , 2 0 1 1 ). If re q u e s te d  th e y  m u s t id e n tify  th e m s e lv e s  a n d  w h o m  th e y  

re p re s e n t. It is h o p e d  th a t th is  g u id a n c e  w ill g o  s o m e  w a y  to  e n s u r in g  th a t o th e r  

fa m ilie s  w ill n o t be  s u b je c te d  to  th e  s a m e  in s e n s itiv ity .

Experiences
T h e  fa m ilie s  re p o rte d  fe e lin g  a  v a r ie ty  o f e m o tio n s  s te m m in g  fro m  th e ir  

e x p e r ie n c e s  w ith  th e  n e w s  m e d ia . O v e ra ll, th e s e  e m o tio n s  h a d  q u ite  n e g a tiv e  

c o n n o ta tio n s  w ith  th e  fa m ilie s  re p o rtin g  fe e lin g  ‘u s e d ’, ‘p o w e r le s s ’ a n d  w ith  s o m e  

m o re  e x tre m e  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f fe e lin g  ‘b e s ie g e d ’ a n d  ‘n e g le c te d ’ . F u rth e rm o re , th e  

fo llo w in g  q u o ta t io n s  a lso  h ig h lig h t th e  im p a c t th a t th e  m e d ia  in tru s io n  had  on  th e  

fa m ily  d u r in g  w h a t w a s  a lre a d y  a  p a r t ic u la r ly  s tre s s fu l a n d  u p s e ttin g  p e rio d .

A part of me didn’t want to read them but i became bioody obsessive with buying 
every singie newspaper i couid find to see if there was anything in it to see what 
ties they were teiiing this time, i wouid rather see for my seif than have someone 
say to me did you see such and such because someone wouid read it and 
maybe take a different siant on it, so i needed to see things for myseif but they 
did compound the hurt and reaiiy, reaiiy devastate the famity

Every bit of the house was iocked
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They need to be more accurate, they give themselves a bad name. Then they 
hound you and just shove the mic in your face. They lie and they’ve no call to lie. 
They just make everything so much harder.

The other paper portrayed the offender as a great guy with picture of him with a 
smiling face. That was the hardest, I was so cross - 1 wrote and said why? There 
was no consideration and no response

My name was never mentioned and I was never once asked for an interview. I 
was just a sibling, I didn’t count

Recommendations and guidelines for journalists

O n e  e s s e n tia l c o m p o n e n t o f th is  re s e a rc h  w a s  to  d is c o v e r  h o w  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  

a n d  b e re a v e d  fa m ilie s  in te ra c te d  w ith  o n e  a n d  o th e r. F rom  th is  in te ra c tio n , w e  

th e  re s e a rc h e rs  fe lt it fu n d a m e n ta lly  im p o rta n t th a t th o s e  fa m ilie s  s h o u ld  be 

a ffo rd e d  a  v o ic e  in h o w  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  th e  n e w s  m e d ia  g e n e ra lly  s h o u ld  d e a l 

w ith  tra u m a tic  a n d  s e n s it iv e  n e w s  re p o rts . A s  m e n tio n e d  in th e  In tro d u c tio n  to  

th is  re p o rt a n d  p r io r  to  th is  re s e a rc h  b e in g  c o n c lu d e d  th e  P C C  d id  is su e  g u id a n c e  

on  d e a lin g  w ith  a tte n tio n  fro m  th e  m e d ia  a fte r  th e  d e a th  o f a  lo ve d  o n e . H o w e ve r, 

th is  re s e a rc h  s u g g e s ts  th is  re c e n tly  p u b lis h e d  g u id a n c e  d o e s  n o t go  fa r  e n o u g h  

fro m  th e  v ie w p o in t o f th e  fa m ily  m e m b e rs . A d d it io n a l s u g g e s tio n s  and  

re c o m m e n d a tio n s  fo r  h o w  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  s h o u ld  e n g a g e  w ith  b e re a v e d  fa m ily  

m e m b e rs  a re  illu s tra te d  in th e  fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n s .

A  n u m b e r o f s a lie n t p o in ts  e m e rg e d  re g a rd in g  is s u e s  o f c o n s e n t, p e rm is s io n  and  

re s p e c t. O v e ra ll th e  fa m ilie s  a g re e d  th a t th e re  s h o u ld  be  s o m e  fo rm  o f C o d e  o f 

P ra c tice , h o w e ve r, th e  g u id a n c e  p u b lis h e d , as  m e n tio n e d  e a r lie r , fa ils  to  ta k e  in to  

a c c o u n t s o m e  o f th e  fo llo w in g  s u g g e s tio n s . T h e  re s e a rc h e rs  fe e l th e  g u id a n c e  

s h o u ld  re fle c t so m e  o f th e s e  c o n c e rn s  a n d  c o m m e n ts  to  m it ig a te  th e  s e n s e  o f 

tra u m a  th a t th e  fa m ilie s  w ill a lre a d y  be  e x p e r ie n c in g  d u r in g  th is  d iff ic u lt  t im e .

Yes a code of practice...! think if journalists contacted the police through the 
family liaison officer and that police officer contacted the family and asked if they 
wanted to talk to the Press ...but I think if that there some sort of code of practice 
of something a way of working to standard but then journalists will break it 
anyway but if we don’t try...
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/ don’t honestly think they need to interview famiiies at aii why not just say this 
tragedy has happened to this famiiy and report the facts under the circumstances 
of the death has occurred and that’s it, why do famiiies, why do we have to taik 
about it

i think they shouid contact the tikes of us [famiiy] about whether we want 
anything reported or not rather than just put it in. But it ’s not good that they 
contact you immediateiy because you aren’t thinking anyway, but maybe down 
the tine to have the option, but i woutd have to say they have never bothered me. 
But i know some peopte woutd have probtems where they are getting to them 
and things tike that

The way the journatists report this is comptetety ait wrong, i was the next of kin, 
because we didn’t want any pubiicity, we know who the person was and we know 
what their wishes wouid have been and he wouid not have wanted that rubbish 
totd to the paper. There shouid be guidetines and it shouid be what the next of 
kin want, immediate famiiy shouid have a say of what goes in the paper

There needs to be an ongoing reiationship with the famiiy, they [journatists] 
shouidn’t be as abrupt and nasty, if the editor Okays the story, the famity shouid 
get a copy -  we’re in the century, ait they have to do is emait it. The Press 
shouid be asking if it is okay to pubtish stories and pictures

Let peopte see it before it is printed

Famines [shouid be] given an opportunity to decide whether they want anything 
in the papers, [and] to what extent
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Conclusions

A s  d e s c r ib e d  in th e  In tro d u c tio n  to  th is  re p o rt c r im e  re p o rtin g  is a  ‘s ta p le ’ o f th e  

m e d ia  m a c h in e , th is  is b e c a u s e  re p o rts  c o n c e rn in g  d e a th , p a r t ic u la r ly  in s u d d e n , 

o r u n u s u a l c irc u m s ta n c e s  a re  p a r t ic u la r ly  ‘n e w s w o rth y ’ . H o w e v e r a t th e  c e n tre  o f 

su ch  tra g ic  c irc u m s ta n c e s  a re  a  b e re a v e d  fa m ily , w h o  a re  e x p e r ie n c in g  a 

p a r t ic u la r ly  d is tre s s in g  a n d  u p s e ttin g  t im e  in th e ir  live s . T h e  f in d in g s  o f th is  

re s e a rc h  s u g g e s t th a t jo u rn a lis ts  in m a n y  c a s e s  n e e d  to  be  m u ch  m o re  s e n s itiv e  

a n d  h u m a n e  in th e ir  a p p ro a c h  a n d  d e a lin g s  w ith  th e  fa m ilie s  a n d  th e y  m u s t ta k e  

m u ch  g re a te r  ca re  in w h a t th e y  re p o rt, e n s u rin g  th a t th e  in fo rm a tio n  is a c c u ra te  

to  p re v e n t fu r th e r  h e a rta c h e . A s  n o te d  e a r lie r  b y  C o te  a n d  S im p s o n  (2 0 0 0 ) if 

n e w s  p ra c tic e s  ta k e  tra u m a  in to  a c c o u n t th e ir  s to r ie s  c o u ld  a c tu a lly  h e lp  th e  

fa m ilie s  o f v ic t im s  b e c a u s e  th e  b e tte r  re p o rtin g  a b o u t tra u m a  can  h e lp  re a d e rs  

g a in  e m p a th y  fo r  th e  s u ffe r in g  o f v ic t im s  a n d  th e ir  fa m ilie s  a n d  w ill in c re a s e  

e v e ry o n e ’s a w a re n e s s  a b o u t th e  p o w e rfu l ro le  th a t tra u m a  p la y s  in p e o p le s  

c o lle c t iv e  lives .

T h e  fa m ilie s  w h o  w e re  in te rv ie w e d  a s  p a rt o f th is  re s e a rc h  p ro c e s s  u n d o u b te d ly  

h a d  v a ry in g  n e g a tiv e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  th e  m e d ia  in g e n e ra l a n d  it is 

n o t th e  in te n tio n  o f th is  re p o rt to  c r it ic is e  th e  m e d ia  m a c h in e  a s  a  w h o le , ra th e r  it 

s e rv e s  to  h ig h lig h t th a t th e  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  n e w s  m e d ia  n e e d  to  ta k e  m u ch  g re a te r  

c o g n is a n c e  o f th e  fa c t th a t re p o rtin g  on  c a s e s  o f m u rd e r a n d  m a n s la u g h te r , th e  

b e re a v e d  fa m ilie s  h a ve  b e c o m e  d iffe re n t p e o p le  e m o tio n a lly  a n d  a re  a tte m p tin g  

to  d e a l w ith  s h o ck , im m e n s e  u p se t, a n d  in tru s io n  in to  w h a t a re  n o rm a lly  th e ir  

v e ry  p r iv a te  lives .

W h ils t  w e  a c k n o w le d g e  th a t th e  P C C  h a s  s in c e  is s u e d  g u id a n c e  fo r  fa m ilie s  on 

d e a lin g  w ith  a tte n tio n  fro m  th e  m e d ia  a fte r  th e  d e a th  o f a  lo ve d  o n e , th e  re s e a rc h  

f in d in g s  c o n ta in e d  h e re in  s u g g e s t th a t th is  g u id a n c e  d o e s  n o t go  fa r e n o u g h  and  

re lie s  h e a v ily  on  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  re -e v a lu a tin g  h o w  th e y  in te ra c t w ith  th e  b e re a v e d  

fa m ilie s . It is u n c le a r  w h a t m e a s u re s  a re  p u t in p la ce  to  e n s u re  th a t th is  w ill 

h a p p e n . F u rth e rm o re , s o m e  o f th e  s u g g e s tio n s  p ro p o s e d  by  th e  fa m ilie s  

in te rv ie w e d  m a y  be  u s e fu lly  in c o rp o ra te d  to  th is  g u id a n c e  a s  th e y  th e m s e lv e s  

h a ve  a lre a d y  h a d  f irs th a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  o f d e a lin g  w ith  su ch  m e d ia  a tte n tio n , a n d  

a re  b e s t p la c e d  to  m a k e  a  v a lu a b le  c o n tr ib u tio n  to  th e s e  n e w  g u id e lin e s .
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