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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Journalism frequently throws up difficult ethical issues for Received 12 November 2025
journalists to confront in pressurised situations. This is particularly Accepted 17 June 2026
true of the “death knock,” where journalists interview family and
friends in the aftermath of a sudden death (Duncan 2012). These o )
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stories, bgcause Fhey are §tressfq| and disliked, are often given to trauma; death knocks;
young, inexperienced journalists (Cooper 2012), but the interviewing; ethics
consequences can be devastating for both family and journalist
(Newton and Duncan 2012, 2014).
This paper argues that by using the approach of forum theatre
(Flores 2000), in which situations are both acted out and
interrogated, journalism students could have a simulated
experience of confronting such issues in a brave space. It examines
three workshops carried out with final year undergraduate
journalism students as part of a core ethics module between 2023
and 2025. Students discussed the ethical questions raised by death
knocks, before sessions in which they used forum theatre
techniques to imagine and experience the roles of journalist,
photographer and family member, while questioning how best to
do it. At the end of the sessions, students reported a better
understanding of the issues involved and the potential threats to
their own mental health, as well as more confidence in carrying out
such interviews.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

In January 2023, in the north of England, a woman called Nicola Bulley suddenly vanished
while taking her dog out for a walk. It was a story that gripped the UK: a photogenic
victim, hints of problems in her past and a mystery as to her fate. Her body was not recov-
ered from a nearby river until a month later, by which time her story had dominated the
news headlines for weeks and caused a frenzy among legacy media journalists and on
social media. After her death was finally confirmed, her family issued a statement that
was excoriating about reporters who had covered the story. They said that broadcasters
had even contacted them, the day Nicola’s body was found, when they had expressly
asked for privacy, adding:
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It is shameful they have acted in this way. Leave us alone now. Do the press and other media
channels and so-called professionals not know when to stop? These are our lives and our chil-
dren'’s lives. (Stanley and Horsburgh 2023)

Bulley’s case brought to the fore the fact that journalism frequently throws up difficult
ethical issues for journalists to confront in pressurised situations. This is particularly true of
the so-called “death knock,” where journalists interview grieving family and friends in the
aftermath of a sudden death (Duncan 2012).

Yet, perhaps surprisingly, the consequences of not approaching family and friends can
equally be distressing. Bereaved relatives who were interviewed by Newton and Duncan
(2012) on this subject believed the story of their loss was theirs, not that of journalists,
and therefore to exclude them from participating in the reporting of their dead relative,
even if done with the best of intentions to spare them pain, was “arguably an act of arro-
gance ... They believed that should be their decision, not the journalists” (Newton and
Duncan 2012, 61).

What all would agree on is that the consequences of getting it wrong can be devastat-
ing for both families and journalists (Newton and Duncan 2012, 2014). There is little time
to sit and debate what should or should not be done in this situation, and these stories,
because they are stressful and disliked, are often given to the youngest and most inexperi-
enced journalists in the newsroom (Cooper 2012). Yet it is the experience of those
working in higher education that journalism students often express a lack of confidence
and show reluctance when it comes to the core skill of interviewing generally; interacting
with those who have just suffered a traumatic loss or experience is even more difficult to
deal with (Adams 2012; Maxson 2000). While educators attempt to cover such issues in
the classroom, they often are discussed in modules which may have a more academic
approach, rather than offering practical skills to cope with such situations.

Therefore, we asked whether, by using an approach such as forum theatre, journalism
educators could give students a simulated experience of confronting such issues in a
safe/brave space for learning, as has already been tried out in other vocational degrees
such as nursing (Middlewick, Kettle, and Wilson 2012) and in schools (Day 2002; Gourd
and Gourd 2011).

The paper will thus examine the following research questions:

RQ1: How can forum theatre techniques aid journalism students in understanding the issues
surrounding interviewing people caught up in trauma?

RQ2: How can forum theatre techniques help journalism students develop better interview-
ing skills in trauma situations?

Literature Review
Death Knocks and Newsroom Culture

People have memorialised the death of loved ones for millennia through music and story-
telling; journalism is relatively new to this ritual. Yet in a secularised world, the death
knock and subsequent articles have become part of this ritual in remembering the dead.

From the days of the town crier to the grisly reports of murder in the early newspapers,
stories of death and destruction were popular. It is not until the early eighteenth century
that we see an innovation; however, where ordinary people’s experience of trauma is
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implemented when the journalist Daniel Defoe seeks out first-hand accounts in the after-
math of the Great Storm of 1703, placing advertisements in the London Gazette and the
Daily Courant asking for eyewitnesses to contact him with their personal accounts of the
hurricane (Duncan and Newton 2017)). The concept of the “death knock” itself, as we
would understand it, however, did not come into being until the early years of the twenti-
eth century, particularly thanks to Alfred Harmsworth and the growth of the tabloid pressin
the UK with its focus on human interest for a newly literate audience. Duncan and Newton
(2017,23-24) cite the case of Annie Wallis, killed by an autocar in 1914 and whose death was
reported in the Hull Daily Mail on 19 February. Unlike previous stories, which focused on the
sensationalised details of the death itself, in this case, the journalist concentrates on Wallis’s
personal life (her job, her boyfriend, her day-to-day routine) as well as tributes from her
grieving parents, whose quotes about losing her could fit easily into similar stories
today. With others following down this path, reporting tragedies over the years frequently
became a competitive business, with journalists resorting to subterfuge, harassment, and
often hard cash to scoop their rivals to the story. Concerns about such behaviour and the
ethics of the press followed - from the first Royal Commission in 1947 to the Leveson
Inquiry into phone hacking (triggered by the way journalists had treated the grieving
family of Millie Dowler, a child who had been murdered at the age of 13).

Large public events such as the death of Diana, Princess of Wales in 1997, the 9/11
attacks of 2001, and humanitarian disasters such as the 2004 tsunami also meant that
public norms around grieving adapted - the laying of flowers, social media tributes —
and journalists continued to be a part of this memorialisation.

Yet the way in which journalists learned the skills of doing journalistic labour, inter-
viewing bereaved relatives was rarely part of the growing number of journalism courses.

Instead, the ritual of death knocks was often inculcated as part of newsroom norms and
cultures. How journalists are socialised into certain customs and norms has occupied theorists
for decades. As Singer (2004, 841) notes, “Journalists are socialised not just to feel part of a
particular group but to do things a particular way and to see that way as natural and desir-
able.” This can result in being introduced into the profession in a way that may seem informal.
While most media organisations now offer induction and training processes, there remains a
sense that, alongside explicit written/spoken policies, such things may be bypassed during a
story when “real life” occurs and has to be adapted to. Often, this appears to happen by a kind
of osmosis, absorbing unspoken news policies (Breed 1955) or as a kind of “journalistic
inbreeding” (Willis 2009, 15). That is, journalists observe closely how other reporters
operate, who proves “successful” (by seeing their byline in print/online or their audio/
video package on screen) and how they managed in such circumstances.

The codes of practice in the UK - both for print/online (IPSO) and broadcast (Ofcom) do
refer to issues around intrusion into grief and shock, but these are guidelines only, without
practical suggestions about how to do this. For example, the IPSO Code clause 4 reads:

In cases involving personal grief or shock, enquiries and approaches must be made with sym-
pathy and discretion and publication handled sensitively. These provisions should not restrict
the right to report legal proceedings.

The Ofcom code (Section 8) is more detailed by describing the requirement not to put
people under pressure to speak or to avoid breaking news of a death.! However, this still
leaves journalists without formal training on how to do this.
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What most reporters would agree on is that death knocks, however, are a particularly
stressful form of journalistic labour. In addition to the usual editorial and legal restraints
on them, they have the capacity to do harm by approaching a family that is already in a
state of trauma. Those who are the subjects of death knocks are often not celebrities, but
ordinary people thrust suddenly into the spotlight without the protection and support
that those in the public eye get when they find themselves the subjects of media atten-
tion. This paper, therefore, posits that journalists would benefit from training in how to do
such interviews rather than relying on the informal norms and socialisation of the media
industry itself. While this is often discussed in theoretical ways in postgraduate and under-
graduate journalism courses, this may leave journalists without the practical tools. Adapt-
ing a commonly used tool in other pedagogies - forum theatre — appears to be a possible
solution.

Role Play in Journalism Education

Journalism education has long tried to both teach students practical skills (how to write,
film and edit, for example) but also to understand the norms and reality of reporting on
the ground (Tulloch and Mas i Manchon 2018 ; Wright 2011 ). As such, some form of role
playing is commonly used in journalism pedagogy - for example, in simulated newsdays
to teach students how to produce bulletins to deadline, or create a newspaper/magazine/
online blog from scratch where students act as editors, designers, reporters and anchors
(McCalib 1968; Dracup 2012; Eberholst, Hartley, and Olsen 2016; Hearns-Branaman 2022).

Within these exercises, there is the assumption that these student reporters will learn
newsroom behaviours and produce journalism of a broadcast/publishable standard
within an agreed time limit, but teaching specifically around ethics is usually discussed
in greater detail in other specific modules (Sanders et al. 2008) unless there is a particular
crisis that occurs as part of the simulation (for example, a complaint from a guest).

In consequence, the way researchers have examined journalism students’ attitudes to
ethical dilemmas thrown up by news work has usually been based on surveys (Ball, Hanna,
and Sanders 2006; Detenber et al. 2012; Sanders et al. 2008), but again these questions are
frequently based around standard newsroom routines, rather than interviewing those
who have lost loved ones; although, as Eberholst, Hartley, and Olsen (2016) note, the
greatest lessons are often learned when students are encouraged to reflect in more depth.

There is also the suggestion that traditional role play, in which a scenario is played
once, can leave journalism students with anxiety and unresolved trauma, as found in
the work of Simpson (1995). As such, the challenge was to think about how best to
engage students in learning about this difficult part of journalistic labour in a way that
would marry both the theoretical and practical sides of journalism education, while pro-
viding an exercise that would not leave them with unresolved anxiety or traumatic feel-
ings. One approach that therefore seemed useful was forum theatre, which has been used
in other educational settings to cover difficult topics, as outlined below.

Use of Forum Theatre in Education Settings

This paper, therefore, draws on the work of Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed in the
1970s (Freire 2009), from which Boal (2005, 2014) developed the concept of Theatre of
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the Oppressed, of which the central concept became Forum Theatre. Freire’s pedagogy,
developed in the post-colonial and dictatorial regimes of South America, tried to change
the way students were educated, breaking down the accepted wisdom of the teacher as
the fount of knowledge and the student as an observer, and challenging the model which
assumed that “the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor” (Freire
2009, 163).

Boal built on this to contest the elite approach to theatre. In particular, the idea of
Forum Theatre was that spectators would be given “the opportunity to uncover their
own solutions to problems” (Flores 2000, p.42). Boal (2005) and subsequent theorists ima-
gined Forum Theatre as one where spectators (those who watch) are transformed into
“spec-actors” (one who watches and takes action). This means that the spec-actors can
stop the theatrical presentation at any moment when they feel there is a solution that
is not being implemented (Flores 2000, p. 42). The scene is then run again with new sol-
utions being proposed, with one person acting as facilitator or, as Boal termed it, “the
joker.”

Forum Theatre has thus proved popular and useful in dealing with flashpoint issues
such as refugees and homeless issues (Day 2002), gender violence prevention (Mitchell
and Freitag 2011) and bullying (Gourd and Gourd 2011). But, given its links and history
to Freire’s pedagogy, it has also been used in educational environments, such as com-
munication in healthcare education (Middlewick, Kettle, and Wilson 2012) and commu-
nity-based environmental science (Sullivan and Lloyd 2006). This dialogic method
allows students to learn by discussing, acting out and critically reflecting on dilemmas
they encounter in work situations (Nordentoft and Olesen 2023, 1).

It is particularly relevant for journalism students because of the work of Adams (2021)
and Adams and Cooper (2024) on the new field of “live journalism” (the conjunction
between theatre and journalism), the use of creativity in journalism research (Witschge,
Deuze, and Willemsen 2019; Coffee 2011) and the affinity between journalism and
drama (Fulford 1999; Postema and Deuze 2020; Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2013) with
both being seen as a “creative, created space” (Bernbaum 2010).

In journalism studies, this also speaks to the “affective turn” in journalism studies and
the contribution of news to the “emotional public sphere” (Richards and Rees 2011; Wahl-
Jorgensen 2020). This acknowledgement of emotion in both the subject of a journalistic
piece, and the journalist that carries out such emotional labour (Richards 2007; Huxford
and Hopper 2020) has become increasingly important to how journalists are trained
(Jukes 2017; Cooper 2018). Looking at how journalism students can learn to better inter-
act with people who have been part of a traumatic story could add to this work.

Methodology

Forum Theatre aims to create “a dynamic learning environment enabling students to try
out different communication strategies within a safe setting” (Middlewick, Kettle, and
Wilson 2012). It provides a safe space to stimulate debate and discussion and has been
used by different pedagogical areas (Boal 2005; Day 2002; Cooper 2004). It allows students
to investigate issues that may be difficult - such as exploring values, beliefs and thinking
about diversity and power. These are all relevant to the common but difficult concept of
death knocks.
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Following Middlewick et al. (2012, 140), the forum theatre technique in education has
been described as follows: beginning with a specific practical dilemma and a pre-written
script that ends in an unsatisfactory way for the subjects involved. As a consequence,
there is facilitated discussion in small groups, followed by the scenario being re-
enacted, in which students are invited to halt the proceedings, step in, and re-run the
action with their own suggestions.

For this research, | spoke to two experts in forum theatre: the playwright Diego Lour-
enco and the director/lecturer at East 15 Acting School, Zois Pigadas and | then worked
directly with River Ujhadbor, a facilitator in Theatre of the Oppressed and Forum
Theatre, who ran an experimental workshop with a small group of postgraduate students
in 2022 as a pilot for this study. As part of that, we used a combination of trust-building
games and exercises, a chance to discuss motivations to take part, agreement of bound-
aries (a “brave space” rather than “safe space”) before the forum theatre exercise itself,
focusing on the death knock itself, which we devised together to be in keeping with
forum theatre practice, but without employing outside actors in order to let the students
themselves humanise the three characters in the exercise.

The main research took place as part of a core third-year undergraduate journalism
ethics module in 2023, 2024, and 2025. This module is the last core module that all stu-
dents are required to take and was designed as preparation for the workplace. Before this
particular session, students had already taken classes that looked at basic philosophical
approaches to journalism ethics (e.g., utilitarianism, deontology, relational ethics),
picture selection, relationships with sources, conflicting loyalties between employers
and their audiences, and ethics around court reporting. In subsequent classes, they
went on to look at the challenges of being a foreign correspondent, ethical dilemmas
around consumer journalism and finally, a return to safeguarding their own mental
health for the final session.

Because of the nature of this workshop, students were told in advance that it would
deal with death knocks, and unlike other sessions in the course, they were given the
option whether to take part or not (for example, one student in 2023 had suffered a
bereavement only two weeks earlier and decided not to participate). The project was
developed in line with the British Educational Research Association guidelines (BERA
2018) as the gold standard for this type of research. Ethical consent was obtained from
the journalism department’s research ethics committee (ETH 2122-0786), and all students
were emailed participant information forms and consent forms a week before the work-
shops, explaining that they had the right to withdraw from the study before publication;
the research would be anonymised; and data would be stored securely.

Using forum theatre in an academic context also means that the facilitator has to balance
both learning objectives and consider the students’ varying conditions and needs. | also
had to consider that, as the module leader, | was in a position of authority. There is also
a need for the facilitator and the group to consider whose voices are being heard before
deciding whether to intervene and also to maintain a safe/brave space for reflexive learning
(Nordentoft and Olesen 2023; Olesen and Nordentoft 2013). As such, in emails to the cohort
before the class and also at the start of the session, | reiterated that this did not form part of
their assessment in any way, what the point of the session was, and the fact that this was
described as a brave space in which differing views would be respected, as well as remind-
ing them about the participant information and consent forms.
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In terms of assessing the data from the workshop, a participatory action research (PAR)
approach was highlighted as the most appropriate. PAR can harness the experience of
students and educators, “positioning them as architects of research rather than objects
of study” (Galletta and Torre 2019). It also supports participants’ knowledge and experi-
ences through creative and artistic methods of self-expression (Mclntyre 2008 ). The
researcher collaborates with participants in investigating issues with the aim of bringing
about positive changes (Tacchi 2020 ) and can be used in education to improve practices
and outcomes for the participants (Kemmis 2006).

This sits well with a Forum Theatre approach to interviewing people in the aftermath of
trauma or disaster. The key component of the interviewing exercise is empowering the
students to stop the action, re-run it and work out more appropriate and ethical
choices when covering such stories.

Key PAR methodologies include interviews and diaries. Dwyer (2004) also uses quota-
tions from video recordings, notes, and workshops. Crucial to this process was giving stu-
dents the chance to reflect on their practice and what might be future practice for them -
while maintaining a brave space for reflexive learning (building on Nordentoft and Olesen
2023; Olesen 2021).

The sessions themselves were held in a modern and large raked lecture theatre resem-
bling a stage as much as possible, in order to give the sense of a performance going on.
The format of the sessions began with a general discussion around how they themselves
perceived the death knock and its role as journalistic labour, taking the death of Nicola
Bulley as the starting point and also a case of five young people who had been killed
in a car crash in Cardiff, Wales, but where the wreckage had not been found for 48 h,
leading to a similar media frenzy (Anderson and Robinson 2023). The students then
divided themselves into small groups (4-5 students), and in Exercise A addressed the fol-
lowing four questions, writing them down on flipchart paper with markers provided:

¢ What emotions do you think the family would feel?

e How do you think the journalist feels?

e What three words do you associate with death knocks?
¢ What would you want the outcome to be?

For the main Forum Theatre exercise itself (Exercise B), | began by reading aloud a jour-
nalist’s recollection of doing a death knock. This was taken from a longer interview that |
had done about the experience of death knocking. The account ran as follows:

I did my first death knock for my local paper, The Kentish Gazette. | was terrified but also excited. |
knew | had to do it. | had been prepared for it at journalism college and even at a local paper, you
knew what you had to do and that meant do what the editor said. It was sink or swim.

| turned up outside the house of the sister of two young men killed in the construction of the
Channel Tunnel. It was in the heart of Kent’s former mining community and my paper had been
against the mining strike. The village was in decline, and our paper was not liked. The snapper
[photographer], a veteran of many years standing, refused to get out of the car because he
knew we would be abused, and our door knock unwelcome. The family had just been told
of the double death. | knocked and they opened the door and the family dog escaped. It
was one of those painfully prosaic moments in the midst of a human tragedy as | and the
sister, in her slippers, ran around trying to contain the barking dog (Cooper 2012).
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Following this, the students were tasked with creating a persona for the sister (the stu-
dents named her “Lucy” in Workshop 1, “Sam” in Workshop 2, “Jessica” in Workshop 3),
and writing answers for her relationship status, education, career, likes, dislikes, secrets
and relationship with her (deceased) brothers. They also did the same exercise for the
journalist “Richard”/“Molly”/“Emma” and the photographer “Felix"/“Steve”/"Max”. They
were given the following cues to discuss in their groups.

e Who is the sister? Is she older or younger?

e What does she do as a job?

e What are her brothers’ names? What did they mean to her?
e What are her hopes and fears?

e Is she single or in a relationship?

o What is her favourite food/drink/reality show?

Similar questions were asked of the journalist and photographer, substituting the
questions about the brothers with what their motivations are, where they are in their
careers, and what are their favourite shows on Netflix.

Once this had been established,students took it in turns to play the roles (as well as one
student electing to play the dog in the first and third workshops). The students were also
encouraged to intervene to stop and start the scene to question and discuss how best the
interview should proceed, with the other journalism lecturer and myself acting formally as
the “joker” to facilitate such interruptions. When the scene was stopped and students
suggested alternative questions/approaches the journalist/sister/photographer should
use, those students replaced the previous ones in the scene.

Students playing the part of the characters were referred to by the character names at
all times (e.g., “What do you think Emma would say now?” “I think that Lucy would react in
this way”) in order for students to be less self-conscious about the way they were perform-
ing the improvisation (see also Dracup 2012).

An important part of the session was the final discussion, which took a Story Circle
approach - a warm and welcoming space where participants are encouraged to share
experiences in a non-judgemental way and use deep listening (Hamada, 2020 ) while
maintaining a brave space for reflexive learning (Nordentoft and Olesen 2023; Olesen
2021; Olesen and Nordentoft 2013). Students were asked to reflect on three questions:
(a) what did you feel about deathknocks before the class — and has that changed at all
subsequently? (b) what are some practical things you would do differently if sent on
such an assignment? (c) what would you never do? This was led by me, and the other lec-
turer and | took contemporaneous notes of what was said. Students were also given the
opportunity to fill in an anonymous form afterwards, asking the same three questions if
they preferred to do that. Most students preferred to discuss in the session, although
some did send in further comments.

Results

In Nordentoft and Olesen’s use of Forum Theatre in a health educational setting, they con-
cluded that its significance was in encouraging students to pursue a critical-reflexive
stance “by inviting discussions on the reflexivity of professionals’ thoughts, actions and
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the institutional context” (2023, 3). Drawing on Bakhtin (2010), in their models, they held
up the idea that there could be contradictory and competing voices - e.g., a nurse might
both want to listen to a patient’s experience but also respect her professional knowledge.
This tension could also be explored in a journalistic setting, where a journalist may both
want to feel respectful towards a grieving family, and yet feel that the story is one that
should be told for the greater good.

Certainly, at the beginning of the workshops, there was similarly a sense of uncertainty
and hesitancy among some participants, which reflected the earlier experimental work
with postgraduate journalism students. Students were aware of the Bulley case and
were uneasy about the role that journalists had played in the development of this
story and thus whether the death knock was a valid part of journalistic labour. Comments
from students in Exercise A included “I'm worried about overstepping the mark, being an
invasion of their privacy in their crisis”; “l wanted to try and learn how to do [it] in a way
that was respectful”; “For me it’s worrying about insensitivity and just generally making
the situation worse”; “[l want] to make it less terrifying ... some tips for the real world.”

Yet, as Nordentoft and Olesen argue, such uncertainties and emotions can be used as a
method of inquiry, “which means we look at emotions as data and not mere ‘tales and
anecdotes’ about emotionally challenging incidents” (Nordentoft and Olesen 2023, 6),
while Heen (2005, 2070) claims that emotions “convey quite accurate information
about the outer world.”

When asked to produce words, the students associated with the family’s experience of
death knocks, they frequently reflected what they saw as a lack of agency on the

]

bereaved’s part: words that were used included “overwhelmed”, “helpless”, “speechless”,

nou

“vulnerable”, and “violated”. Negative emotions such as “anger”, “angry”, “distressed”, and
“annoyed” suggested an anticipation by the journalists that a request for an interview
with the family would be seen as an intrusion and unwelcome. Only two words,
“heard” and “publicity,” suggested that there might be some benefits for the family

(Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Students’ suggestions of families’ reactions to death knocks.
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In comparison, the emotions associated with the journalist were primarily identified
with a sense of shame - “dread”, “guilt”, “pressured”, “dreadful”. Other adjectives
suggested extreme discomfort on the part of the journalist carrying out the interview -
“nervous”, “stressed”, “anxious” recurred. However, a small number did reflect the ambiva-
lence that journalists may have - “proud”, “excited”, “driven for story” — given that such
stories may be high up the news agenda if successful (Figure 2).

In Exercise A, many of the class was extremely opposed to doing any form of death
knock. When asked the three words that they associated with death knocks, as well as
the familiar “intrusive” and “insensitive,” intimidation” and a reference to Milly Dowler
(coverage of whose murder has become a shorthand for bad journalistic practice after
it triggered revelations of phone hacking), one group wrote in large letters on their
flipchart in response to the three words describing death knocks as “1. Just 2. Say
3. No.” (Figures 3 and 4)

However, there was a more considered attitude when the students tried to think about
what the outcome of a death knock might be. “A productive, sensitive conversation”,
“Justice”, “understanding” and “finding a compromise” were all mentioned (Figure 5).

With Exercise B (the forum theatre), after some hesitation, the students were enthusias-
tic in creating the personas for the three characters in the scene, although, given that they
were groups of students with diverse heritage, this was not always reflected in the perso-
nas. In the first group, “Lucy” obviously related to the students’ own personae. She was
described as a middle child “a rose between two thorns” who worked as a lash technician
and whose favourite show was Bridgerton. “Richard,” the journalist's description,
however, reflected their ambivalence towards this form of journalism, characterising
him as “posh,” “arrogant,” a member of the Soho House private members’ club, and his
favourite shows to watch being Love Island and Andrew Tate. In comparison, the photo-
grapher “Felix” was seen as a more sympathetic character - self-made, with two children
that he wants to provide for. Interestingly, in the second workshop, while “Sam™’s cultural
references were similar to the students’ (favourite TV was the Netflix series One Day and

excited
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y
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=
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Figure 2. Students’ suggestions of journalists’ reactions to death knocks.
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Figure 3. Students’ suggestions of three words to describe death knocks.

REEX%"{ESES%Eg Q)
ntrusion

Bridgerton again), she was characterised as being slightly older and a single mother, while
“Molly,” the journalist, was closer to their own age and reflected a lot of their hopes and
fears (seen as a freelance, wanting to make a name for herself). The most unsympathetic
character in the second workshop was the photographer, “Steve”, who was described as a

Figure 4. Students’ reaction to death knocks — just say no.
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Figure 5. Students’ hopes for death knocks’ outcomes.
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23-year-old “wannabe TMZ paparazzi” desperate for a scoop. Finally, in the third workshop,
the sister “Jessica Smith” was again clearly modelled on the students’ own experiences,
suggesting they identified most closely with this persona. The journalist (“Emma Reynolds”,
24, oldest sibling, eight months into her career) was presented as the most conflicted of the
three journalists — “she has high aspirations — but does what the editor says ... may prior-
itise ethics personally but will listen to the editor”. Finally, “Max” the photographer was
once again seen as an older journalist and family-friendly (Table 1).

Each group designated a spokesperson who described their created character to the
other group. Much of the discussion was facilitated between students and with the lec-
turers during this description, and the forum theatre exercise helped students engage
in the idea that these were three-dimensional characters and that both the journalist
and the interviewee would not be coming to this situation without preconceptions and
stresses. For example, the students decided that “Jessica” had previously lost her
father: that provoked a debate about how a second tragedy in the family might have
affected her and whether the journalist would know that information beforehand, and
how that might also affect the questioning.

While the more confident students were the first to engage in the Forum Theatre exer-
cise, forming a scene in which the journalist knocked on the door and tried to engage the
sister in conversation. But as the scene stopped and re-ran, more of the students got
involved (roughly three-quarters in each group). The use of the third person was particu-
larly helpful here: students were more confident to engage when they felt the way they
were trying to conduct the interview was how “Emma”, “Richard” or “Molly” would have
done it, rather than revealing their own inexperience or less-than-ideal choices (e.g.,
asking the sister to comment on her brother’s deaths before they had even introduced
themselves correctly).

This triggered fruitful questions from students in the final Story Circle discussion about
how best to approach death knocks. These ranged from the seemingly mundane (for
example, should a journalist accept a cup of tea to help bond with an interviewee in
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Table 1. Students’ characterisations of journalist, sister and photographer over three workshops.

Year Journalist

Sister

Photographer

2023 Richard, male, white, 25, British,
took a gap year in Bali, posh and
arrogant and likes Love Island
and Andrew Tate. Likes: being
the best and impressing girls,
going to the pub, and
frequenting Soho House.

2024 Molly, 25, a Virgo from Leeds.
Dreams of making a name for
herself as a journalist or local
reporter. Interested in walking,
running, and travelling. Thinks
she’s a foodie, but likes fish and
chips, lasagne, Sunday roast, and
cookie dough ice cream.
Workaholic, giggly, cat woman,
single, and close with family.
Likes British crime shows and
'CSI'. Dresses in business casual
flowery clothes.

Emma Reynolds, 24, the oldest
sibling, 8 months into her early
career, has high aspirations but
follows the editor’s direction.
Personally prioritises ethics but
listens to the editor. Supports the
mining strike but is career-
oriented. Her favourite is Joe and
the Juice spicy tuna, brownie,
matcha, and white chocolate.
She feels guilt, likes walking, and
is in a situationship.

2025

Lucy, the middle child and lash
technician, has brothers named
Jonathan and Mark. She wants to
be a celebrity artist and work for
the Kardashians. Her favourite
show is Bridgerton. Biggest fear
is losing her job

Samantha, 41, right-leaning, reads
the Mail, shops at Urban
Outfitters, supports Tottenham.
Single mother of a six-year-old
boy, a Leo. Motivated by her son,
money, and truth. Career peaked
in the early 2000s, affected by
the 2008 crash. Likes Naked
Attraction, Bridgerton, One Day,
and crime docs.

Jessica Smith, 22, comes from a
close-knit family with protective
brothers, Kieran (rebel) and Kai
(financially responsible). She is a
hairdresser who wants her own
salon and is single after a recent
break-up. She has a Parson
terrier with ginger spots named
Spark. She watches Pretty Little
Liars, GG (Good Game),
EastEnders, and the Kardashians.
She is not socially or politically
aware. She is traumatised by her
father's death. She Googles
everything.

Felix, who is passionate and caring,

has two kids, is middle class, and is
British, and he watches Seaspiracy
and Paw Patrol. The most
important thing is caring for his
kids.

Steve, a wannabe TMZ paparazzi,

23, postgraduate, wants to get a
scoop. Favourite food is a McFlurry
or a fruit bag from M&S. Likes Drag
Race, One Day, Money, and smug
relations.

Max, 45, English, married with two

kids, bills to pay, family to provide
for. One child has an illness
requiring medication. There was
abuse from locals. Watches David
Attenborough docs. Favourite
food is fish and chips, and drinks
beer and coke. Hobby is fishing.
Uses Uber Eats.

the situation? Is it a good idea to say something nice about a pet dog?) to the one about
journalistic norms (at what point should a journalist start a formal interview? When should
the photographer come in, and what kind of “collects” [pictures from the family] should
be requested?). By the end of all three workshops, many of the students who had been
opposed to the idea of death knocks were open to why, in certain circumstances and
approached responsibly, these might be seen as key journalistic labour.

Students then reflected on what they might do differently as a result of this. One of the
key themes that emerged was about taking time to consider how best to cover the story.

As one student put it:

If | were sent on a death knock assignment, there are several practical things | would do differ-
ently, based on what I've learned in this class. First, | would make sure to research the
deceased and their family before attempting to approach them. This would include
finding out as much as | can about the person’s life and death, as well as any cultural or reli-
gious customs that might impact the way that the family would like to be approached.

Another spoke about introducing themselves in a way that creates more distance
between themselves and the potential interviewee, and thus hands a modicum of

control to the interviewee.
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| would try to contact the bereaved person first before turning up at their door e.g., send a
letter through the post or email them that | would like to speak to them.

There was also a fruitful discussion about timings in order to obtain some interviews.
While there is clearly an issue with deadlines and a story being at the top of the news
agenda, students also considered whether to discuss with their news editor the
benefits of delaying an interview.

| would give the family adequate time to grieve before attempting to make contact. This
might involve waiting sometime after the event, depending on the situation. It's important
to approach the family when they are emotionally ready and willing to speak, rather than
trying to force an interview too soon after their loss.

Students also reflected on the kind of questions that they would want to ask and the
possible benefits that doing such an interview might have. The humanising of the subject
remained a strong theme, as the following students related:

| would also ask questions which encourage the bereaved person to give the reader/ viewer
an idea about who the person who died was e.g., their favourite memories with them. On the
other hand, if the person was killed in a crime, spreading awareness and bringing justice to
the victim could be the priority instead.

| learnt from my classmates’ acting that compassion is the way forward when dealing with
death knocks. Seeing how they would conduct a death knock gave me ideas on how |
would carry the task out...| would be more compassionate and try to show that with
body language, words and actions.

Finally, in terms of reflection on issues that had been covered earlier in the ethics
module, students did articulate the conflicting loyalties between media organisations
and interviewees (the need to “get the story” to please the news desk and the impact
on their own careers if they chose not to); the importance of photographs; and the inter-
action with sources (in this case, the bereaved family). A couple mentioned in passing
theoretical concepts such as utilitarianism, but the discussions tended to focus much
more on what they saw as practical solutions.

Discussion

At the end of the class and in subsequent interviews, students articulated that this
approach had made them consider the death knock from the bereaved person’s point
of view, rather than focusing on their own distaste for the work. As one student said:
“Before | felt that death knocks were not a necessary thing to carry out. However, | can
see that in some situations, it is important to get information out.”

To begin with, the students undoubtedly found it easier to articulate the downsides for

" ou " ou

the journalist in having to do interviews like this: “high stakes,” “nervousness,” “responsi-
bility,” and what they wanted - getting the story,” “for subjects to speak their truth,” “per-
sonal achievement,” “not to make things worse,” but as the workshop progressed, they
became interested in discussing the fact that many bereaved relatives respond positively
to a death knock because they want their family member to be commemorated (Duncan
and Newton 2017 ) - something they had not previously considered. They also started to

raise wider questions than | had originally expected (e.g., asking “could | put an arm round
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someone?”, “what if the media organisation has been hostile in the past?”, “how would |
cope with bringing a camera in?”), which allowed wider discussions.

After the Forum Theatre exercise itself, in discussion and interviews, many students
articulated that they would now have a change in approach if asked to do a death
knock. One student who had been sent on such a story before said that they would do
it differently:

Previously | would get a bit nervous, and I'd be like, let’s get in, get out like a smash and grab,
get that sound bite, go. And actually, it doesn’t need to be like that ... We should take the
time to kind of make sure that they're not suspicious of us. And you know, basically don’t
rush it don’t rush any of it.

Another person, who had never had any experience of doing a death knock, raised the
issue of authenticity and being honest with the interviewee.

I'm going to tell them it's my first time. It makes them, maybe both of us feel at ease cause
they're also a bit uncomfortable as well. Yeah. Cause, if you kind of own the fact that you are
being a bit awkward, it's more authentic.

This suggests that RQ1: How can forum theatre aid journalism students in understanding
the issues surrounding interviewing people caught up in trauma? And RQ2: How can forum
theatre help journalism students develop better interviewing skills in trauma situations? are
addressed by allowing students to not only role-play but also take an active role in inter-
vening in situations. This allows the students to reflect on previous approaches, look at
how other journalists approach the same situation, and try out in a brave space
different ways of interviewing people caught up in trauma.

As mentioned above, students talked about researching the families before approach-
ing them - both to see if there was anything they could find out about the deceased to
make their questions more apposite, but also if there were any cultural issues that might
impact the way the family would like to be treated. For example, one student said that
they would accept a cup of tea if it was offered. Another recognised how they could
seek common ground through making conversation about the family dog or family
photos on the wall. Both used those as means of creating camaraderie with “Lucy,”
“Sam,” and “Jessica” in the forum theatre exercise.

This suggests that the aspects of forum theatre that lend themselves to journalistic
interviewing (RQ2) may not be as the students thought previously asthe “big” question
asking about the deceased family member, but the smaller questions that establish a
relationship and basis of trust. Similarly, the student who said that they would be
honest about their lack of experience with the bereaved interviewee was something
that came out of the exercise.

The students themselves were positive about taking a more creative approach to this
subject. While, as noted above, there was some hesitancy and nervousness in the early
part of the workshops, by the end, most students were willing to take an active role
and, in particular, re-create the scene to allow themselves to “play” the part of the journal-
ist carrying out the death knock. As one student noted:

Before the class, | was curious how a death knock worked in reality and also how all parties in
the situation feel. After, | had a clearer understanding of what was involved in a death knock
and the potential feelings that may arise from all those involved. ...
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The students also reflected on safeguarding their own mental health if they were asked
to do such a task. Students talked of being clear in their motives for doing this; for
example, taking a genuine approach rather than “doing it for a promotion,” or being
aware that there could be an emotional impact on the journalist themself—something
they had not considered before—and that by pressurising a potential interviewee, it
could have ramifications for their own mental wellbeing as well. Students commented:

| would prioritize my own well-being and emotional health throughout the process, making
sure to seek support and take breaks if needed. From this class, | learned that while death
knocks can be an important part of journalism, they can also take a toll on the journalist con-
ducting them, and it's important to have the tools and resources to manage any emotional
impact that may arise.

| also appreciate the emphasis that this class has placed on the potential emotional impact
that conducting a death knock can have on journalists themselves. Overall, | now have a
better understanding of the importance of death knocks and the delicate nature of this
aspect of journalism.

| had a clearer understanding of what was involved in a death knock and the potential feel-
ings that may arise from all those involved, including the journalists.

However, there are limitations to this study. First, these were students who had agreed
to take part in such a workshop, which suggests that they would be likely to be more
engaged and take a more positive view of this. Second, this was offered as a workshop
within a core module. While this has benefits, as it meant that it was open to the
whole cohort to engage with if they so wished, plusd it was made clear that the workshop
was optional and had no bearing on the assessment. But there should be some caution
around the students’ statements given they are communicated to an instructor who
occupies a position of authority. Finally, there needs to be careful thought about how
large a group can engage with this at any one time. While Rae (2011) suggests a group
of 6-8 is optimum, Mitchell and Freitag (2011) consider a much larger group more fruitful.
My personal feeling is that Banks et al. (2014), who suggest a group between 6 and 20
with an optimum size of 12-16, are probably right.

Conclusion

Forum theatre has been used successfully in other education settings, such as healthcare
education, and in addressing issues such as gender, homelessness, and bullying (Day
2002; Gourd and Gourd 2011; Mitchell and Freitag 2011). Meanwhile, Kumrai, Chauhan,
and Hoy (2011, 527) conclude that forum theatre can bridge the gap between practice-
based and academic-based learning in higher education and help balance cognitive
and rational approaches to learning and reflection.

Following Kumrai, Chauhan, and Hoy (2011), | therefore recommend that these work-
shops could form a link between theory-based and practice-based journalism classes, in
particular when considering interviewing people caught up in traumatic situations where
they have lost a loved one. Students themselves said that they felt more confident about
how they could prepare when being sent on these assignments, empathising with the
interviewee, and by watching others, and in the discussion, they had picked up practical
tips about how to navigate death knock interviews.
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More research needs to be done on a wider range of students in order to validate and
replicate these results. But while these workshops focused specifically on death knocks in
a domestic situation, the subsequent discussions suggested that students would enjoy
using these techniques on a wider basis in their degrees. For example, those who
wished to become international correspondents or work in the press offices of aid
agencies would find this useful when dealing with the aftermath of a humanitarian disas-
ter; journalists who approach such survivors may not treat them as sensitively as needed
(Cooper 2017).

Yet, with students increasingly reporting that interviewing generally is something that
they feel nervous about (Adams 2012), a forum theatre approach where role play is uti-
lised and situations are run and re-run could be used to help students more widely. It
could be used to think about how they would go about other interview situations such
as talking to MPs, public figures or even for lifestyle journalists. This would give them
the confidence and empathetic ability to perform their job better.

Note

1. The Ofcom Code (section 8) is more detailed: Suffering and distress.

8.16: Broadcasters should not take, or broadcast footage or audio of people caught up in
emergencies, victims of accidents or those suffering a personal tragedy, even in a public
place, where that results in an infringement of privacy, unless it is warranted, or the
people concerned have given consent.

8.17: People in a state of distress should not be put under pressure to take part in a pro-
gramme or provide interviews, unless it is warranted.

8.18: Broadcasters should take care not to reveal the identity of a person who has died or
of victims of accidents or violent crimes, unless and until it is clear that the next of kin have
been informed of the event or unless it is warranted.

8.19: Broadcasters should try to reduce the potential distress to victims and/or relatives
when making or broadcasting programmes intended to examine past events that involve
trauma to individuals (including crime) unless it is warranted to do otherwise. This applies
to dramatic reconstructions and factual dramas, as well as factual programmes.

In particular, so far as is reasonably practicable, surviving victims and/or the immediate
families of those whose experience is to feature in a programme, should be informed of
the plans for the programme and its intended broadcast, even if the events or material to
be broadcast have been in the public domain in the past.
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