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Abstract

This work aims to identify, classify, and categorize relevant activities regard-
ing professional journalistic work in major disaster coverage, and develop a
conceptual model that organizes them theoretically. We conducted a series
of empirical data collection stages (background gathering through in-depth
interviews and content analysis) and later applied the theory-building block
approach that uses concepts to create and operationalize constructs. The
main result is a six-dimension model based on the traditional questions of
the journalistic process: How, why, who, when, what, and where. It com-
prehensively addresses the multiple aspects involved in disaster coverage:
emotional, logistic, professional, and ethical challenges, as well as timing,

1 Xhttps://orcid.org/0000-0002-8974-2996. Pontificia Universidad Catdlica de Chile, Chile. spellegrini@uc.cl
2 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7846-8322. Pontificia Universidad Catdlica de Chile, Chile. dgrassau@uc.cl
3 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4978-4729. Pontificia Universidad Catdlica de Chile, Chile. spuente@uc.cl

Palabra Clave - ISSN: 0122-8285 - elSSN: 2027-534X - Vol. 24 No. 4. e2444 1


https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.5294/pacla.2021.24.4.4&amp;domain=pdf&amp;date_stamp=2021-12-13
https://doi.org/10.5294/pacla.2021.24.4.4
https://doi.org/10.5294/pacla.2021.24.4.4
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8974-2996
mailto:spellegrini@uc.cl
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7846-8322
mailto:dgrassau@uc.cl
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4978-4729
mailto:spuente@uc.cl

key actors/roles, and their needs and demands according to the disaster
type and stage they face. The model also brings together a group of poten-
tial activities journalists must confront and carry out when covering major
disasters or highly significant social crises. Its main contribution is to make
a useful theoretical tool available to academia and the media, striving for a
versatile matrix management approach.

Keywords (Source: Unesco Thesaurus)
Journalism; disaster management; risk management; coverage; communi-
cation; news departments; media.
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Modelo de cobertura de desastres
(MCD): seis dimensiones para enfrentar
actividades y flujos de trabajo de
periodistas y departamentos de noticias

Resumen

El objetivo de este trabajo es identificar, clasificar y categorizar las activi-
dades pertinentes relativas al trabajo periodistico en la cobertura de desas-
tres de gran magnitud, asi como desarrollar un modelo conceptual que las
organice tedricamente. Para ello se siguieron una serie de etapas empiricas
de recopilacién de datos (a través de entrevistas en profundidad y anéli-
sis de contenido) y luego aplicamos el enfoque tedrico de construccién de
bloques que utiliza conceptos para crear constructos y ponerlos en funcio-
namiento. El resultado principal es un modelo de seis dimensiones basa-
do en las preguntas tradicionales del proceso periodistico: como, por qué,
quién, cudndo, qué y doénde. Estas preguntas engloban las seis dimensiones
detectadas que enfrenta el proceso de cobertura periodistica de desastres
de gran magnitud o incluso de crisis sociales de gran relevancia. El modelo
propuesto abarca los multiples aspectos que comprende la cobertura de de-
sastres: los desafios emocionales, logisticos, profesionales y éticos, asi como
las fases, los actores y roles principales, asi como sus demandas y necesi-
dades de acuerdo a la fase y/o el tipo de desastre que estén enfrentando.
Sobre todo, interrelaciona al grupo de potenciales actividades que los pe-
riodistas deben enfrentar y ejecutar al cubrir desastres de gran magnitud o
crisis sociales importantes. Su mayor contribucion es hacer accesible una
herramienta tedrica ttil tanto parala academia como paralos medios, y que
apunta a una gestiéon matricial y versatil de la informacién en estos casos.

Palabras clave (Fuente: tesauro de la Unesco)
Periodismo; gestion de desastres; gestion de riesgos; cobertura; comunica-
ciones; departamentos de noticias; medios de comunicacién.
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Modelo de cobertura de desastres:

seis dimensoes para enfrentar atividades
e fluxos de trabalho de jornalistas e
departamentos de noticias

Resumo

O objetivo deste trabalho é identificar, classificar e categorizar as atividades
pertinentes relativas ao trabalho jornalistico na cobertura de desastres de
grande magnitude, bem como desenvolver um modelo conceitual que as
organize teoricamente. Para isso, seguiu-se uma série de etapas empiricas
de coleta de dados (por meio de entrevistas em profundidade e andlise de
contetido) e logo aplicou-se a abordagem tedrica de construgio de blocos
que utiliza conceitos para criar construtos e coloci-los em funcionamento.
O resultado principal ¢ um modelo de seis dimensoes baseado nas pergun-
tas tradicionais do processo jornalistico: como, por que, quem, quando, o
que e onde. Essas perguntas abrangem as seis dimensoes identificadas que
o processo de cobertura jornalistica de desastres de grande magnitude ou
de crises sociais de grande relevéancia enfrenta. O modelo proposto englo-
ba os multiplos aspectos que a cobertura de desastre compreende: desafi-
os emocionais, logisticos, profissionais e éticos, bem como fases, atores e
papéis principais, além de suas demandas e necessidades de acordo com
a fase e/ou o tipo de desastre que estiverem enfrentando. Principalmente,
inter-relaciona o grupo de potenciais atividades que os jornalistas devem
enfrentar e executar ao cobrir desastres de grande magnitude ou crises so-
ciais importantes. Sua maior contribuicao é tornar acessivel uma ferramen-
ta tedrica util tanto para a academia quanto para os meios, e que aponta a
uma gestao matricial e versétil da informagao nesses casos.

Palavras-chave (Fonte: tesauro da Unesco)
Jornalismo; gestao de desastres; gestao de riscos; cobertura; comunicagdes;
departamentos de noticias; meios de comunicagao.
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Introduction

Responding to journalism’s main issues during the coverage of large-scale
disasters or a highly significant social crisis (such as the current COVID-19
pandemic) is not professionally easy. Common challenges take on their deep-
est significances at the time, and authorities’ and experts’ answers are scarce
and dispersed. There is weighty literature regarding journalism during this
type of event, which has increased during the past 15 years, ranging from the-
oretical papers to very practical handbooks, with approaches from different
disciplines (e.g., psychology, geography, engineering, logistics), so there has
not been a thorough compilation ofit. After that, during ten years of contin-
uous research, our research team has led a successive series of research proj-
ects on journalism in times of disaster and has conducted an in-depth review
of the academic and practical state of the art on the subject from different
disciplines and organizations working with disaster management. Our ob-
jective is to identify, classify, and categorize relevant professional journalis-
tic work in large-scale disaster coverage and to develop a conceptual model
that theoretically organizes them from a matrix management approach.

The primary outcome of this paper is to make available a valuable the-
oretical tool for both academic and media work. It deals comprehensively
with the multiple aspects involved in disaster coverage and enlightens the
relationship between them; i.e., it allows the following elements to be in-
cluded: emotional, logistic, professional, and ethical challenges, as well as
timing and key actors/roles and their needs and demands according to the
disaster type and stage they face.

The work is structured upon a qualitative analysis based on the theory-
building block approach that uses concepts to build constructs and op-
erationalize them. We followed five steps: construct definition, activities
systematization according to the literature, experts’ pre-test, multilevel
outlook through iterative meetings, and validation based upon in-depth
interviews.

A crucial contribution of this proposal is related to the demand of
scholars and professionals for more theoretical elaboration on crisis commu-
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nication and, subsequently, on disasters (e.g., Austin etal., 2012). In addition,
general critics often blame researchers for concentrating on data collection
without articulated theories. Those are precisely the ideas on which this study
is based, seeking to conceptually structure the journalistic process during
large-scale disasters or crisis coverages to understand better the process and
support news departments with tools that should improve the management
of critical, unexpected, unpredictable, routine-breaking events.

Organizing activities under multiple inputs allows actors in charge
of disaster coverage to recognize fundamental elements, considering theirs
and other actors’ responsibilities and purposes. For example, a journal-
ist might recognize key personal activities that can affect logistical issues
during the coverage, which could disturb his/her outcomes, and thus pre-
pare accordingly. In turn, a media executive may recognize the key activi-
ties he/she should undertake before the coverage of a disaster, linked to the
information challenges of his/her entire team. As a result, we developed a
conceptual scheme that encompasses six dimensions defined by the tradi-
tional questions that shape the information process: How, why, who, when,
what, and where.

Theoretical framewaork

From a media perspective, disasters break professional newsroom routines
and challenge their members to work under extreme conditions (Ewart &
McLean, 2018; Potter & Ricchiardi, 2006; Puente et al., 2013a; Quarantelli,
1996, 2005). These occasions alter the quality patterns of traditional jour-
nalism (Puente et al., 2013a, 2013b), especially when faced with continu-
ous or uninterrupted coverage of large-scale events (Blondheim & Liebes,
2002). Following the above analysis, it seems evident that during disasters,
the main problems encountered by media coverage are uncertainty and the
urgency of responding to the need for information and psychological sup-
port of a large and vulnerable population (Garcia Acosta, 2005; Gui et al,,
2017; Mujica et al,, 2020). The preceding requires a human and logistic ef-
fort beyond the reach of journalism (Kachali & Storrsjo, 2018; Lowrey et
al., 2007; Perry et al., 2001) or special preparation.
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Practical/professional approach

To date, approaches to the subject have dealt mainly with practical issues,
and it is easy to find a considerable number of manuals, guides, or hand-
books, but very few approaches include an academic analysis of the items
included in them. Moreover, information is often disaggregated and pre-
sented under different points of view, making its follow-up a real challenge
sometimes. Handbooks are clear to point out the duties and responsibili-
ties of journalists, editors, and media directors. Some basic criteria such as
fairness, justice, honesty and decency, and source protection are continually
present (Cooper, 2018; Ewart & McLean, 2019). They also emphasize that
disaster coverage always deals with traumatized persons —victims suffer-
ing from extreme vulnerability—. So, journalists must be aware of the need
for specific information control, and content, images, and sounds must be
thoroughly reviewed and verified (Handout, 2014; Hight & Smyth, 2003;
Institute for War & Peace Reporting, 2004; Linkins, 2011; Otieno, 2006;
Panamerican Health Organization [PAHO], 2011; Ross, 2004; Scanlon,
2011; Silverman, 2014; Ulloa, 2011).

Some documents deal directly with journalistic coverage approach-
es such as the need of having interviews’ guidelines, doing previous re-
search on the geographic area to be covered, compiling statistics, getting
acquainted with the mitigation aspects, or developing security measures for
the journalistic team (Gearing, 2012; Hight & Smyth, 2003; Internation-
al Federation of Red Cross, 2000; Otieno, 2006; PAHO, 2011). Fukunaga
(2013) analyzes the language used in the case of Japan’s tsunami in 2011,
pointing out the special care needed when referring to catastrophic events.
Linkins (2011) refers to the journalist’s role in responsible coverage of di-
sasters and the importance of having a controlled speech.

Some handbooks provide guidelines to media directors and editors.
They strive to have an impact on media policies regarding planning for emer-
gency coverage, alert plans, pain treatment, or personnel preparedness (In-
ternational Federation of Red Cross, 2000; Leoni et al., 2011; Ross, 2004;
Ulloa, 2011). Others refer to the fact that journalists and their teams are
exposed to situations that can affect them emotionally and increase their
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vulnerability (Fourie, n.d.; Gearing, 2012; The News Manual Online, n.d.).
The works by Melki et al. (2013) and McMahon (2001) delve into journal-
ists’ trauma and stress, also showing the limited information and capacity
of journalistic teams that cover disasters or catastrophic events.

Regarding victims and those affected by the disaster, some hand-
books give recommendations for good treatment of grief, post-traumatic
stress, and community expectation (Fourie, n.d.; Gearing, 2012; Handout,
2014; Hight & Smyth, 2003; McIntyre, 2003; Otieno, 2006; PAHO, 2011;
Potter & Ricchiardi, 2006; Smyth, 2012; The News Manual Online, n.d.;
Ulloa, 2011), while others try to guide journalists in situations of extreme
vulnerability (wars, terrorism, armed conflicts) (Chandler & Landrigan,
2004; McIntyre, 2003; Reporters Without Borders, 2005; Small World
News, 2012; Tahir, 2009).

Challenges facing a disaster

Disasters trigger a strong need for information: the population requires
and demands to know as much as possible about what happened, who is in
danger, and what authorities are doing (Swindell & Hertog, 2012; Toleda-
no & Ardévol-Abreu, 2013; Veil, 2012). The main reason for such a need
is to establish a relation, be connected, and receive emotional support and
a sense of community (Alkali & Habil, 2016; Puente et al., 2019). From
the point of view of journalism, the previous work conducted by this re-
search team focused on the detection and operationalization of these needs
in four different types of challenges that the media and professionals must
face during any disaster: emotional, logistic, ethical, and strictly informa-
tive (Puente et al., 2013a; Pellegrini et al., 2015). This work showed that it
is possible to distinguish them clearly as different journalistic coverage re-
quirements during disasters.

A large proportion of disasters mainly entail logistic challenges, pro-
ducing connectivity and communication difficulties, complications of
lodging and sustenance, or exposure to diseases or a lack of potable water
in dangerous areas (Kovacs & Spens, 2007; Noguera Vivo, 200S; Potter &
Ricchiardi, 2006; Yez, 2013 ). The emotional challenge refers to the states of
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nervousness, tension, confusion, anguish, or stress experienced by journal-
ists and other news professionals, as well as sources (Puente et al., 2013a,
2013b) while performing their role during a disaster with high emotional
impact (Coldn, 200S; Potter & Ricchiardi, 2006; Zelizer & Allan, 2011).
According to the literature and experts, these professionals’ mental struc-
tures are often not prepared to be exposed to such stressful situations (Bu-
chanan & Keats, 2011; Freedy et al., 1994; Himmelstein & Faithorn, 2010).

The ethical challenge refers to journalists” internal debate between
the need to inform, the potential violation of the victims’ privacy rights
during coverage, and the impulse to help in the tasks of assistance and res-
cue. Some authors consider that journalists might not have the capacity to
sort stories, separating the aspects that invade the privacy of those that might
clarify relevant aspects (Chouliaraki, 2010; Crawford & Finn, 2015; Etche-
garay & Matus, 2015; Lozano, 2004). Some argue that the media give too
much space to testimonies rather than to objective information (Chouli-
araki, 2010; Joye, 2018) and increase the violation of privacy rights (Loza-
no, 2004). Others argue that the morbid aspect of showing pain derives
from the obligation of giving a human character to the news (Noguera Vivo,
2005, 2006), while Oyanedel and Alarcén (2010) insist that there is often
a tendency to reinforce stereotypes.

Finally, the strictly informative challenges derive from the fact that
journalists must face their social responsibility to inform (Burkhart, 1991;
Orgeret, 2016) in a context marked by uncertainty (Crovi & Lozano, 2005).
It necessarily entails problems of coverage oscillating from inaccuracy (Bru-
sietal.,2008) and improvisation on how to approach journalistic objectivi-
ty (Noguera Vivo, 2005) or how to select the appropriate sources or frames
(Barrios etal.,, 2017; Focds & Zunino, 2019). In this regard, the contact with
persons in a state of trauma possibly will obfuscate the gathering of trust-
worthy information and, consequently, the news media’s work (Garfin et

al,, 2014; Hight & Smyth, 2003).

Roles/participants
The literature shows, in the case of disasters, a need for a response accord-
ing to journalists’ and experts’ parameters. Nevertheless, there are tensions

Palabra Clave - ISSN: 0122-8285 - elSSN: 2027-534X - Vol. 24 No. 4. e2444 9



concerning the roles and actors in disaster situations: journalists and disas-
ter managers/authorities usually disagree regarding the message’s content,
even if they need each other. This disagreement goes beyond what happens
in the routine relationship between authorities (performing as sources) and
journalists, and the tension tends to increase as politicians become involved
in the lead up to disasters and as disasters unfold (Ewart et al., 2016; Gras-
sau etal., 2021). Moreover, authorities and politicians are also the ones who
get blamed if things go wrong (Arceneaux & Stein, 2006). In addition, in
times of disaster and crisis, a public-private sector partnership/relationship
is priceless (Cant, 2016).

Through social media —such as Twitter or Instagram—, ordinary
people have an emergent role in covering disasters (Valenzuela et al., 2017);
Garcia-Santa et al. (2015) call it crowd as a censor. They are mainly used to
reestablish personal relations (Austin et al., 2012) and to have some direct
insights derived from the share and retrieval of information in real-time (Par-
sons et al,, 2015), which can be helpful to gain additional perspectives for
disaster management. However, traditional media are still the most valuable
toolin delivering information to the affected and the community (Ewart et
al,, 2016), and it increases insofar the role of journalists as first responders
and significant witnesses of the authorities’ and experts’ activities (mitiga-
tion watchdogs) (Lowrey et al., 2007; Lozano, 2004; Olsen et al., 2003)
emerges in disaster management (Wilkins, 2010, 2016).

An example can be found in Chile, where after the 8.8 Mw earthquake
of February 2010, it was noticed that anchorpersons could adopt different
roles during the coverage, such as informative, judgmental, and dialoguing
with the audience. Those roles were modified according to journalists’ per-
sonalities, the media’s editorial line, and time (Grassau et al., 2019).

Kinds and phases of disasters

From another point of view, disasters are characterized by different elements
such as geographic, economic, and political conditions (Eshghi & Larson,
2008), the presence of experts in the management of the event (Landes-
man, 2011), and the degree of trust in them (Dussaillant & Guzmén, 2014),
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among others. Most studies on journalistic coverage of disasters refer to
the initial stage of the events or the first moment of social consciousness
about it (Backfried et al., 2016). The literature recognizes different stages
that occur cyclically: response, recovery, mitigation, and preparation (Hood
& Jackson, 1992), which suffer several metamorphoses over time and get
rooted in the population’s day-to-day. The abnormal duration of some of
these phases and their rooting in daily life makes them invisible in media
content, although they profoundly impact society. This four-phase disas-
ter classification —a common approach nowadays— began in the United
States in 1978 (Altay & Green, 2006).

The part journalism plays in these four phases justifies the need to
critically analyze its role in these events (Stolzenburg, 2007; Zelizer & Al-
lan, 2011). Journalism often privileges speed over quality, which in criti-
cal situations can increase damage and extend the disasters’ chronic effects
(Hindman & Coyle, 1999; Olsen et al., 2003; Stolzenburg, 2007; Veil etal.,
2008; Zelizer & Allan, 2004). The media state that the abundance of tes-
timonies derives from a lack of official information and the public’s need
to know, but this can only be accepted during some stages after the event
(Puente et al., 2013b).

The literature also distinguishes disasters based on various criteria. The
most common is to sort them by origin: nature or human action, although
there is also debate on this point. The difference between classifying disas-
ters as natural or man-made seems to be losing significance, but from an in-
formational perspective, informative differences prevail, primarily due to
variations in sources and framing of news stories. Solely man-made disas-
ters open a line on a different kind of responsibility that need to be taken.

Method

Study case

This work was completed in the framework of three State-funded research
projects on the journalistic coverage of a series of major events in Chile
during the last ten years, including earthquakes, wood fires, floods, volcanic
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eruptions, and oil spills. The main event we studied was the large Chilean
earthquake that occurred on February 27 (27F), 2010, which was selected
for its magnitude (8.8 Mw) and because it was followed by a tsunami warn-
ing in more than 50 countries across the Pacific Ocean. These events set the
agenda of the Chilean media for several months, tested the routines of news-
rooms, and forced the Chilean academia to review the national and inter-
national management procedures in different areas, including journalism.

This paper tries to answer the following research questions specifically:

RQ1: What are the relevant activities of professional journalistic work
in major disaster coverage?

RQ2: What are the dimensions into which these activities can be
classified?

RQ3: What are the elements that describe each of these dimensions?

RQ4: How can these dimensions be interrelated to achieve quality
coverage?

To arrive at the theoretical model proposal presented in this article,
we conducted a series of empirical data collection stages (background gath-
ering through in-depth interviews and content analysis). Later, we applied
the theory-building block approach that uses concepts to create and oper-
ationalize constructs.

Background gathering

In-depth interviews: Between 2011 and 2019, we conducted a field explora-
tion consisting of 104 in-depth interviews with scholars, journalists, and edi-
tors of the mainstream media of Chile and other countries that provided data
to identify the challenges to be addressed during coverages and determine
their coincidence with the literature (Pellegrini et al., 2015). All these in-
terviews were conducted face-to-face by the research team, audio-recorded,
and transcribed. All interviewees signed an informed consent form. All in-
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terviews had a set of fixed questions (although open to additional question-
ing). All the steps in this process were approved by the ethics committee of
the university where the study was carried out. On average, the interviews
lasted at least 40 minutes.

Specifically, we conducted:

«  Between2011-2013: Twenty in-depth interviews with journalists and
editors of the mainstream media in Chile who had coverage respon-
sibilities in the early hours of the 2010 earthquake and other relevant
disasters. The sample included 16 journalists, two editors, and two me-
dia directors from Chile’s four largest national over-the-air television
stations® that broadcast during the first few hours following the 2010
earthquake (Puente et al., 2013a). We created two open-ended ques-
tionnaires: 21 questions for journalists and 27 questions for editors and
directors. The questionnaires included questions such as: What were
the conditions in which you performed your work? Had the networks
made any preparations for dealing with such events? What happens
to journalists when they are exposed to a disaster? What journalistic
and editorial challenges did this kind of coverage pose?

. Between 2015-2019: Eighty-four in-depth interviews with academic
and professional experts from different countries: six in the UK, 25
in Chile, four in Japan, 22 in the USA, and 27 in Australia. All these
countries were chosen because they have significant theoretical de-
velopment on disasters and are frequently affected by these events.
This last aspect is beneficial in this case since all these countries have
expert organizations in disaster management. The objective of these
interviews was to collect and discuss the different dimensions related
to the journalistic disaster coverage, considering surrounding condi-
tions, institutional conditions, professional practices and routines, and
personal and professional attributes and needs. Thus, we determined
those aspects that are stable and those that can change depending on
the disaster’s geographic, economic, political, or social conditions.

4 Three private stations, Canal 13, Chilevisién, and Mega, plus Television Nacional de Chile (TVN), the only public-
ly owned network station funded through advertising and without major State subsidies.
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Content analysis: Following the field exploration, we applied different
stages of content analysis to a vast sample of Chilean news using the instru-
ment developed by the team (Puente et al., 2013a), based on the Added
Journalism Value methodology (VADP, for its acronyms in Spanish) (Pel-
legrini et al., 2011). The content analysis instrument was applied to:

. A sample of 1,612 news stories from Chile’s leading TV channels af-
ter the 2010 earthquake (Pellegrini et al., 2015)

« A sample of 1,169 news stories after the 2014 earthquake (Puente
etal,2019)

«  Asample of more than 7,703 newspaper news stories about four types
of disasters (a wood fire, floods, an oil spill, and an earthquake) col-
lected between 2018 and 2019 to determine the differences among
the journalistic coverage during different kinds and phases of disasters

The variables measured were ability to select and deliver data (veri-
fiable data; exclusive material; place of occurrence); ability to process data
and images (headlines; archive material; framing; editorial focus; relevance
of the consequences); skills and creativity to develop a balanced news bud-
get (thematic hierarchy); ability to detect and access appropriate sources
(types of sources; actors and roles); ability to balance sources (number of
sources); respect for privacy and pain (impact resources; identity protec-
tion); concern for language and tone (emotional tone; narrative basis; qual-
ifying adjectives and adverbs; editing resources; graphic resources), and
support of victims (ability to differentiate between roles).

The results of these works allowed the team to determine, for exam-
ple, that a) the thematic hierarchy gave priority to urgencies over disaster
facts; b) there was weak presence of authorities, experts, and documents,
but many testimonies and c) there was a blurred framing in many news units
(Puente etal.,,2019). Additionally, we confirmed that uncertainty and poor
elaboration were the features of journalistic coverage during the first 24
hours after the onset of a disaster; from the second day, coverage showed a
higher degree of processing and, after that, quality professional standards
tended to increase (Puente et al., 2013a, 2013b, 2015).
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Theory-building block approach

Having this background, we applied a theory-building block approach (Hen-
neberg & O’Shaughnessy, 2007). It uses concepts to build constructs and
operationalize them, establishes relationships between them and, eventually,
with reality (Doty & Glick, 1994; Dubin, 1978; Whetten, 1989), and shows
how they were selected and how they are connected or can be connected
in the future (Sutton & Staw, 1995). In other words, the concept-structure
building is a set of concepts and relationships statements that allows under-
standing, describing, explaining, evaluating, predicting, and controlling phe-
nomena (Cragan & Shields, 1998). It is crucial for several reasons: it guides
future research, allows integrating research results that have numerous and
(usually) disparate variables (Smeltzer & Suchan, 1991), and is a support
for change based on evaluation and innovation. Models must be pragmat-
ic and have empirical capacity. This work built the conceptual model pro-
posed in this paper and is based on the five steps below.

Step 1: Definition of the construct

Upon the theory-building blocks proposal (Henneberg & O’Shaughnessy,
2007), the starting point was the development of an operational definition
of what we understand by information coverage of disasters:

what news departments do when they report on phenomena of great
social importance that, due to their magnitude, break the role of in-
stitutions, interfere with journalistic routines and force professionals
to work under intense pressure, uncertainty and personal and social
vulnerability. (Puente et al., 2013a, p. 109)

Step 2: Systematization of activities according to literature

We reviewed 22 guides or handbooks from different governmental organi-
zations and experts on disaster management and 450 mainstream papers
published in the last 20 years. Those documents were analyzed and codi-
fied in a categories data matrix built upon an axial and open codification.
With these two sources, we made a list of over 200 potential activities that
journalists and other newspersons should or could perform when cover-
ing a disaster and systematized them in a data matrix.
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Step 3: Experts’ pre-test

To test that operationalization (Step 1) and systematization (Step 2) were
going on the right path, we discussed each of these activities with the ex-
perts and scholars previously mentioned through in-depth interviews con-
ducted by our team. These two were simultaneous processes.

Step 4. Multilevel outlook

In this step, we focused on modeling the results in a scheme able to theo-
retically structure the activities involved (Mahoney & Sanchez, 2004 ), con-
sidering that “micro and macro structures and their relationships need to
be developed theoretically” (Henneberg & O’Shaughnessy, 2007, p. 14).
To do so, we held a series of discussions in iterative meetings between the
research team members —1.5 to 3 hours weekly— for a year.

Finally, we continued with the previously mentioned in-depth inter-
views in Chile and other countries with journalists, experts, and disaster man-
agement authorities. Steps 4 and S were simultaneous. The on-field acquired
knowledge showed significant moments of individual decision-making in
disaster coverage that cannot be avoided because they depend on the team,
the specific media, and cultural characteristics. Nevertheless, other decision
aspects can be anticipated or supported if previously known.

Main results

Upon the above steps, we made a list of over 200 activities that journalists
and other newspapers should perform when covering a disaster, according
to literature and the in-depth interviews with professionals, scholars, and
experts. By ordering these activities, we concluded that disaster coverage
was a multilevel process theoretically explained through the basic journal-
istic questions —why? what? how? who? where? when?— and that there
was a way to justify the answer to each question and establish relationships
within them and between them and reality from a matrix management ap-
proach. Specifically, we concluded that based on the main activities detect-
ed, the following questions could be answered:
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How should journalistic coverage of disasters be done? According to theory
and practice, it derives from the main challenges that journalism must
face on such occasions (logistic, emotional, informative, and ethical).

Why is it covered that way? It seeks answers to needs, requirements, and de-
mands that must be fulfilled during the journalistic process and pro-
vides framings.

Who does or should do each task? It looks upon participants or persons/
roles that have direct activities or oversee the journalistic coverage
and then, defines a core task force.

When should each member do what? It addresses the process under time
considerations related to the disaster.

What are the specific characteristics of the kind of disaster the team is deal-
ing with? It tries to introduce nuances in the coverage of disasters by
determining the informative specificities of each kind.

Where is the team working at in a disaster’s evolution? It deepens nuanc-
es by recognizing that disaster stages or phases have their own in-
formative requirements and introduces the need for medium- and
long-term follow-ups.

These questions provided a matrix that can be graphically interpret-
ed as a cube, which can be metaphorically filled by activities: each side pro-
vides the entrance to a specific set of activities that respond to one of the
six journalistic dimensions (how? why? who? when? what? and where?).
Thus, the activities are separately analyzed, achieved, and combined, but
are interrelated to accomplish comprehensive and adequate coverage of di-
sasters. The main results are shown in Figure 1 and Tables 1 to S that sum-
marize them through examples of activities and relations.

By providing multiple entries to the different activities involved, the
proposed model (Figure 1) represents modular, simplified, and efficient
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access, especially considering that it includes a considerable number of ac-
tivities to face in a highly stressful moment, with many actors and with ex-
treme urgency.

Figure 1. Six-Dimension Disaster Coverage Model.

O
O
Who [-------- o
Participants
4
Opser---= When | How [~ 7° 2277 o
Who Timing | Challenges
o o < I
W Why o O oo Why | Where f<3--- O
Emphasis Disaster
stages
Hor
(o What
Type of
Disaster
9 S
— Oyofb - teﬁe\%&
€I desirable i

Source: Own elaboration.

As an answer to the questions representing the six dimensions, the
how was defined by the four challenges reviewed in this article that journal-
ism must face when covering disasters: logistical, emotional, ethical, and
strictly informative.

The general descriptors for the why dimension were defined as the re-
quirements or emphasis given to that specific action: personal needs of the
team involved, third-party needs from the coverage, media requirements
and external demands, mainly those responding to the public interest, ex-
perts, and disaster managers/authorities; hence, providing framings.

The who dimension allows us to distribute activities among different
actors or participants that were the core decision team: journalists, produc-
ers, editors, and media executives.
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The when dimension provides timing considerations and focuses on
when the journalistic team must perform every activity: before, during, or
after the event, or if it addresses a permanent activity.

The what dimension tries to introduce nuances to the journalistic
coverage of disasters by considering their differences beyond the general
description of sudden, unpredictable, and dangerous events. It divides activ-
ities between those required in natural or man-made disasters and reaction
times: immediate (less than 24 hours) or prolonged (more than 24 hours).

Finally, the where dimension recognizes the informative needs by stag-
es or phases of the disaster. The objective of this side of the cube is to recog-
nize where is the team working at in a disaster’s evolution. Thus, we chose
the traditional division of four stages due to its clarity: preparedness, miti-
gation, response, and recovery.

We also established the first interrelations between dimensions (ques-
tions or cube faces) to improve the theoretical framework clarification and
make the model more useful. Each dimension or side of the cube has been
primarily related to a second one to provide a new point of view of the mod-
el, resulting in three main crossings: how and why, who and when, and what
and where, although the model also offers other possibilities (i.e., what and
when, who and how). The result is summarized in Table 1.

The following are examples of how the dimensions or cubes faces may
dialogue and constitute a matrix management approach.

The relation between how and why

The relation between how and why deals mainly with aspects of journal-
istic activity, thus providing the model’s core aspects. These two ques-
tions (how should journalistic coverage of disasters be done? and why is
it covered in that way?) were the most difficult areas to define, put in or-
der, and interrelate because they represent the core aspects of the profes-
sional activities involved in the coverage process and directly affect the
information quality.
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Table 1. Disaster Coverage Model breakdown

(or apportionment)

Dimensions i i i
Point of view Types of actions
(cube faces)

Health and safety: Activities and decisions through which participants
(producers, journalists, editors, executives) are physically protected
Internal organization: The preparation of the media or organization
to face a disaster

Logistic challenges Inputs and backups: Activities related to the physical environment,
equipment, technical and technological aspects, among others
Access and relationships: The media’s activities/decisions when
dealing with external actors (i.e., Internet connection and information
dissemination via social media)
Emotional balance: Personal activities and decisions to be emotionally
aware of
Concern for others: Ways to support the emotional condition of

. journalists dealing with a disaster
Emotional challenges Trainine and o - )
raining and prevention: Forms and decisions to emotionally prepare
the media or organization dealing with a disaster
Facing the situation: Practical ways in which a journalist can deal with
How: emotional situations while reporting
Challenges

Personal attitude: Personal values present in journalists/editors when
covering disasters
Dealing with victims: Attitudes of respect and caring for third parties,

Ethical challenges mainly victims
Pain and violence representation: Norms in storytelling and
audiovisual treatment on moral or physical suffering, injuries, and death
Story selection: Values present in the focus of the story and newscasts
Professional decisions: Specific features of professional decision-
making in case of disaster
Reporting and sources: Special conditions acquired by reporting and

Strictly informative challenges dealing wit'h sources during the coverage ofa {iiﬁaster
Organization and news production: Specific aspects that the
organization and news production should do to face disasters
Focus and themes: Themes that the newscast must include to cover
disasters adequately.
Health and safety
Emotional balance

Personal needs ]
Personal attitudes
Professional decisions
Internal organization

Why: . Third-party needs Con?ern f‘or ot‘he‘rs
Emphasis Dealing with victims

Reporting and sources
Inputs and backups

Media requirements Training and prevention

Pain and violence representation
Organization and news production

20
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Access and relationships

Why: Facing the situation
Vi External demands gres
Emphasis Story selection
Focus and themes
Producers
Who: Journalists Types of actions as previously established in how and why according
Participants | Editors to each participant
Executives
Always
When: Before the disaster Types of actions, as previously established in how and why, according
T During the disaster coverage to each moment
Timing .
After the disaster coverage
o . . It expands, for example, into:
Natural with immediate reaction pancs, e
) . Search for responsibilities
Natural with extended reaction )
What: o1 . Search for motives or causes
. Man-made with immediate
Kinds of . Party coverage
. reaction . .
Disasters . . Posing solutions
Man-made with extended reaction »
Safety and care conditions
Preparation phase
. P . p It expands, for example, into:
Mitigation phase . . .
Where: Follow-up on needs, projects, and results according to time and phase
Response phase .
Phases Evaluation
Recovery phase

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 2. Zooming in on how descriptors: Journalistic
standards affected by challenges in disaster coverage

Point of view: Challenges

look for ways to tell stories that support the need
for ongoing news

Di
Challenges Descriptive elements Journalist standards affected
. . Thematic hierarchy: Journalists cover news in
. Communication and connectivity .
Logistic . ) the areas they can reach, which are not always
Extreme personal and technical precariousness .
the more important
Empathy with victims Scope of consequences: By narrowing sources
. Difficulty separating their personal experience | down to testimonials mainly, a considerable
Emotional ) o
from the facts they are covering percentage of the broadcasted stories is of
Testimonial sources are widely preferred particular relevance or essential for a tiny group.
Transgression of private rights (people’s honor
and intimacy) Accuracy and significance in news outcomes
How Tragic approach to events decrease: Emotion exacerbation shadows the
Ethical Excessive use of violent images news’ significance
Use of audiovisual resources, such as dramatic
music, black and white images, to increase impact
Reiteration of traumatic images
Lack of information and sources: The people | Framing: Most of the news do not have a
officially in charge of the emergency do not always | detectable frame and, if there is one, the most
Strictly | have reliable data to deliver common is human interest, followed by allocation
informative | Continuous coverage: Journalists must constantly | of responsibilities.

Timing: The situation results in a considerable
delay in covering hard news.

Source: Own elaboration.
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Using the sides of the cube how and why together, the journalistic ac-
tivities are thoroughly reviewed and analyzed using specific descriptors. As
stated before, how descriptors are logistical, emotional, ethical, and strictly
informative challenges (Table 2), while why descriptors involve different
emphases or needs (personal needs, third-party needs, media requisites,
and external demands). Table 3 shows how the specific descriptors are list-
ed. The different activities registered in the model are grouped in each slot,
so it is possible to analyze or work either with one of them or with a specif-
ic group, such as a vertical line (detailed descriptors for ethical challenges)
or a horizontal line (all activities concerning the subject).

Table 3. Specific how and why descriptors

relationships

CHALLENGES
(How)
LOGISTIC EMOTIONAL ETHICAL IN:TORICT¥¥VE
EMPHASIS
(Why)
PERSONAL NEEDS Health and security Emotional balance Personal attitude Professional decisions
’ Reporti d
THIRD-PARTY NEEDS | Internal organization Concern for others Dealing with victims eporting an
needs sources
MEDIA REQUISITES Inputs and backups Training‘and Pain and violénce Organization :‘md
prevention representation news production
Access and . —_— )
EXTERNAL DEMANDS Facing the situation Story selection Focus and themes

Source: Own elaboration.

The relation between who and when

Using who and when together, participants can select activities that belong
only to their specific role, but they might also be aware of what to expect
from other relevant actors. The main participants of the informative pro-
cess are journalists (including photojournalists), producers, editors, and
media executives. Crossing them with a timing process enables each partic-
ipant to place the activities in a personalized order and establish a personal
plan (i.e., activities to be conducted throughout the whole process: before,
during, and after the disaster). As shown in Table 4, the relation among who
and when allows us to build and achieve customized agendas and allocate
responsibilities and participation in an orderly manner. It even leads to a
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first attempt to organize roles for the special tasks in the newsroom during

this disruptive situation.

Table 4. Who and when crossing examples

to avoid potential
trauma

PARTICIPANTS
(Who)
TIMING JOURNALISTS PRODUCERS EDITORS EXECUTIVES
(When)
- Awareness and
Supervising the .
. L consideration of the
Awareness of alack of | technical and logistic
) - needs for coverage of a
Updating sources logistics supply stock disaster
ALWAYSOR | Awareness of personal | Preparing an Periodically updating Updating media
CONSTANT needs Periodical alternative newsroom | protocols and source peatng
o L . s policies and
training Periodically updating | lists .
L . requirements
protocols Listing trained Relation with
personnel L .
significant authorities
. Per'io'dically updating | Distributing e'ventua.l Providing an adequate
Physical fitness training needs emergency shifts and .
o . . budget and specific
Acknowledgment of | Bringing equipment | duties technologi
BEFORETHE | risks needs to the peoplein | Preparing meetings to lzec i(;iflg :Ze Jate
DISASTER Acknowledgment of charge share experiences quiring . q,
D . ) o . personnel training.
the responsibilitiesas | Supervising technical | Periodical meetings -
. . Hiring the necessary
first responders and logistic supply with experts and
. personnel
stock official sources
Keeping femotion'a.I Keeping }')err.nanent Keeping constant
and physical stability communication ] 1
. - . . relations with editors
Supplying the Providing an with the onsite .
; . . . o Supervising
necessary information | internal and external | journalistic team for the adequate
DURING \(»11.t1'1toufi '(:'/erriactlzg corzlmumcatlon lejdltu.ldg' reasons , flow of internal
DISASTER via traditional media | system. , roviding support | nication (on
and social media) Solving the team’s and free time to onsite | ..
COVERAGE L . different platforms)
Keeping in mind the | needs during coverage | personnel N
. . . Keeping in mind the
need to relate not Solving technological | Permanently updating N
- ) " . social significance
only to victims but to | needs during coverage | political and media .
. o of adequate disaster
official sources and authorities (directly
o ; coverage
experts and via social media)
Periodical follow-up on . .
. L Developing evaluation
stories and authorities .
) Reviewing the methods such asa . .
effectiveness . o Leading an evaluation
. . | inventory general meeting with .
Supplying information Analyzing the those involved meeting
AFTER DISASTER | according to stages of folloz«r/in gsta o Providing therapy to Taking the necessary
COVERAGE development g siag & Py measures to overcome
. needed support those who
Looking for . i eventual weaknesses
sychological support Updating protocols need it Updating budgets
Psy Analyzing the quality

of previous coverage

Source: Own elaboration.
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The activities listed regarding who and when potentially outline how
to organize the newsroom when covering a disaster. More than names, roles
are significant for a better understanding of the activities and their relation-
ships since they represent significant changes in the everyday work of news
departments. Those activities require an editor specially nominated for the

event, ideally with previous experience in the role.

Evidence shows that work is divided into two main areas: a journal-
istic editor in charge of field action and a supervisor editor in the news-
room. The number of people in the field depends on the magnitude of
the disaster coverage. The event can be covered by one person who per-
forms the roles of journalist/photojournalist, producer in charge of lo-
gistics, and helps and assists the victims. In other cases, these roles are

divided into several people.

The role of the supervisor editor is the main difference with regular
coverage. This person must be permanently in touch with the field team for
emotional support and to make sure they are safe. This same role is taken
by the person liaising with the producer to respond to new logistical needs,
and with one or more phone reporters who receive updates or requirements

from the audience or third parties.

The relation between what and where

As stated before, the model’s last level (the relation between what and where)
has significant and unique informational requirements derived from each
type and phase of a disaster and, subsequently, cannot be fully shown in
the length of this article. It recognizes the different informative needs un-
derlying types and stages of disasters and requires extensive analysis inso-
far they deal only with concrete activities. Nevertheless, some alternatives
to the kind of nuances that can be introduced in specific disaster coverage

are shown in Table S.
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Table 5. Examples of how the relation hetween what and
where introduces nuances

Type of disaster ) i Man-made protracted Man-made
(What) Natural immediate : g
Natural protracted (eventually) immediate
(eventually)
Earthquakes
Phases Floods Tsur:lamis Pandemics
(Where) Fires
Covering the Developing news stories Reporting on
Watchdog actionson | , gHhe ping . porting
. . implementation of on strategies and public warning for
evaluation of previous , . -
. people’s warning policies to prepare the nature care,
Preparedness | experiences and . . . . .
. . alternatives and population and informing | restricted areas,
public and private ) o
- following up on about public policies on or dangerous
policies . ;
technological updates health security seasons
Reporting on Reporting about shelters
porting ) Coverage about the porting 2 ’
measures for helping - safety, physical and Coverage about
Response . care of victims and . . )
the population and . . psychological care of the | stopping actions
o immediate new dangers )
draining water population
Follow-up on science
Investigatin, developments, peoples’
§ . 8 Psychological and P » peop Personal and
Recovery economic and bysical recovery stories, | 2WATERess of dangers, as natural recover
environmental effects. | P Y " | wellas attitudes in the 7
aftermath
Follow-up of new
Searching for causes solutions or alternatives .
N ., | Follow-up on needs, g Searching for
Mitigation and measures to avoid . to public policies on the B
projects, and results , | responsibilities
them matter, as well as people’s
attitudes towards the issue

Source: Own elaboration.

Discussion and conclusions

The main specific objective of this study was to identify, classify, and cate-
gorize relevant activities regarding professional journalistic work in major
disaster coverage and develop a conceptual model that theoretically orga-
nizes them in search of a flexible matrix management approach.

This work allowed us to list about 200 activities that newsrooms should
carry out when covering highly relevant social crises or large-scale disasters.
In search of a flexible and comprehensive matrix, those activities were classi-
fied, sorted, and related according to the following six questions: How should
journalistic coverage of disasters be done? Why is it covered that way? Who
does or should do each task? When should each member do what? What are
the specific characteristics of the disaster the team is dealing with? Where
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is the team working at in a disaster’s evolution? The ordering was achieved
using the traditional questions that shape the information process (how,
why, who, when, what, where) to find a recognized professional journalis-
tic attack-line and a manageable, easy-to-understand tool.

By recognizing the main activities of the news-making process, we de-
veloped a theoretical model able to anticipate the need for some decision-
making or to support it in the information coverage of a disaster. In addition,
it could help to focus better on some faded frames detected in many news
stories during specific disaster coverages. The model included the above-
mentioned six dimensions and was graphically conceived as a multiple-
entry cube that establishes interrelationships among the hundreds of activ-
ities needed in the journalistic coverage of disasters, providing a versatile
environment able to be updated and adapted —regarding the activities—
to the needs of any newsroom management.

The relation between the dimensions how and why became the mod-
el’s core because it was the way to order the main activities of journalism.
Who and when together provide a much more practical way to personalize
agendas and even organize a newsroom. Finally, what and where represent
nuances and sensitivities for specific activities in covering different stages
and characteristics of a particular disaster.

This matrix development allowed us to point out strategic moments
in decision-making, disaster management issues, skill needs, and other top-
ics. That is why we firmly believe the model is likely to be applied in sever-
al levels, ranging from operative decisions to frame, and gives meaning to
the coverage oflarge-scale disasters or even a highly significant social crisis.

Analyzing the process of journalistic coverage of disasters within this
six-dimension perspective showed multiple possibilities for its use and flex-
ible adaptability to specific users, media, countries, or cultures. It also of-
fers a controllable and comprehensible model for the significant number
of activities deemed necessary by researchers and professionals in many
countries. Another fundamental richness of the model is the possibility of

26 Disaster Coverage Model (DCM)... - Silvia Pellegrini and others



establishing other relationships between activities by linking parameters
differently (e.g., what and when, who and how).

The recognition of adverse situations in professional performance
helps limit their effects by anticipating activities that could reduce their
impact; thus, the scheme also centered on providing elements to improve
quality in these areas, such as those represented by specifiers in stages and
types of disasters.

It is also a valuable tool to prepare or upgrade journalists’ knowledge
to cover such events and not solely rely on experience. Moreover, local and
international evidence shows that disasters are likely to increase (United
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction [UNISDR],2014). The scheme
can also be used as a primary model to produce R&D software for matrix
management of quality news coverage in case of disasters, a future aim of
the research group.

In conclusion, a preexisting and well-known model of journalistic
action in significant crisis and disaster management should improve the
quality standard of informative coverage and news outcomes. It would be
achieved by reducing some critical problems faced by media coverage in
case of disaster: uncertainty and the urgency to respond to the need for in-
formation and support from a large and vulnerable population.

The following steps would be analyzing how disaster coverage evolves
during the different stages of the events and according to population needs,
and how these stages, the primary sources, or the characteristics vary if these
are natural events (with previously known causes) or man-made events (re-
volts, terror, or war), where framings and sources also deal with sides, guilt,
security, and other issues. Nevertheless, it must be noted that there are oth-
er crises —such as the COVID-19, a pandemic event which started at the
end 0f 2019 and continues through 2021— where causes are not so clearly
established; a priori, they seem to be able to be covered with the proposed
model. This kind of event entails an appealing challenge to our team’s fol-
lowing research to test our six-dimension model in such contexts.
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Finally, we also strongly believe that the proposed approach should
help to better serve the expectations of audiences, experts, and disaster man-
agers/authorities without compromising the journalists’ freedom.
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