PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
IN CANADA'S NEWS INDUSTRY

A sectoral study sponsored by the Canadian Association of Journalists
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INTRODUCTION

Amidst deadlines, job insecurity and routine coverage of human suffering, there is
growing acknowledgement in the news industry of the need to protect journalists’
‘psychological safety.’* But what specifically does that mean in the work of journalists?
What are the top psychological hazards and risks? What can we do about them?

The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety, among others, advises use of a
three-step risk assessment approach: to identify, evaluate, and then mitigate risk.

The Canadian Association of Journalists (CAJ) supported this study to identify and assess
risks within the industry as a basis to improve future psychological health and safety.

In the fall of 2024, journalist and well-being champion Dave Seglins held a series of
one-hour online focus groups asking news professionals to identify the ‘psychosocial
hazards’ that are most common in the industry.

Journalists and other news professionals were then surveyed and asked to rank those
hazards according to the impact each hazard has on their day-to-day activities

This report offers a summary of key findings based on those consultations with
approximately 100 Canadian news professionals from a wide range of roles, company
affiliations and job responsibilities.

! Taking Care: A report on mental health, well-being and trauma among Canadian media workers
(Carleton, May 2022) found disproportionately high rates of anxiety, depression and trauma

exposure among Canadian journalists and news workers.
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https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/hsprograms/hazard/risk_assessment.html
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60a28b563f87204622eb0cd6/t/6285561b128d0447d7c373b2/1652905501967/TakingCare_EN.pdf

METHODOLOGY

Online focus groups with 58 news professionals identified 38 ‘psychosocial hazards’
unique to the news industry (see Appendix A for list of all named hazards).

The author then surveyed 75 industry participants to ask the following questions about
each specific hazard:

What is the probability that the hazard will occur ?

Never (1), Unlikely (2), Possible (3), Likely (4), Almost Certain (5)
What is the potential impact of the hazard (scale of 1-5)?

Negligible (1), Slight (2), Moderate (3), Severe (4), Critical (5)

The results allow for mapping each hazard on a 5x5 ‘risk matrix,” as well as calculating a
‘risk score’ for each hazard between 1 and 25, by using survey respondents’ ratings and
multiplying the average probability (1-5) by the average impact (1-5).

Each hazard can then be ranked based on its score, and the data can be assessed by
comparing responses according to job role (supervisor vs. non-supervisor) and
employment status (full-time vs. freelance vs part-time/casual).

100 participants




KEY RESULTS

Workload, pressure to ‘get it right’ and distress at not being able to maintain standards
amidst diminishing resources top the list of psychosocial hazards affecting the mental
and emotional health of professionals within Canada’s news industry.

Exposure to death, violence, suffering and traumatic imagery are also top risks,
alongside concerns about job loss and growing public hostility toward “the media.”

Top 15
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It is important to note that multiple hazards can exist simultaneously and affect a news
professional’s mental health. This standard risk matrix evaluation methodology helps to
rank specific, individual hazards but does not adequately measure the complexity or
impact of multiple risk factors that could exist at the same time.


https://safetyculture.com/topics/risk-assessment/5x5-risk-matrix/

Of the 38 psychosocial hazards identified, most ranked as likely or almost certain to
occur. Further, respondents ranked the potential impact of these top hazards as
moderate to severe.

News Industry
Psychosocial Risks

Almost
Likely certain

Possible

Probability

MNever Unlikely

Negligible Slight Moderate Severe Critical

Impact

Calculating the averages for each hazard and then multiplying probability (rated 1-5) by
impact (rated 1-5) provides a ‘risk score’ out of 25 that can be ranked and colour-coded as
follows:

Risk Score
(1-25)

Moderate 4-9




SUPERVISORS / NON-SUPERVISORS

Of the 75 survey respondents, 23 (or 31 per cent) identify as supervisors and direct the
work of others (i.e. news directors, editors, assignment producers, executive producers).

Workload, lack of resources, distress over maintaining standards topped supervisors’ list
of hazards. On average, supervisors’ risk scores averaged higher than non-supervisors.

TOP 10 Risks -Supervisors Risk Score (1-25) |+/- Average

Heavy workload & deadlines 18.68 2.15
Distress at not being able to maintain standards 17.78 1.26
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 17.77 0.21
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 17.59 0.27
Sleep deprivation & exhaustion 17.06 2.07
No time to decompress / process 17.01 2.36
Requirement to be “always on” even in off hours 16.88 1.91
Grieving the change of status of journalists 16.50 0.94
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 16.30 0.00
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 16.15 0.74

Top 5 Most Likely - Supervisors Probability (1-5) [+/- Average

Heavy workload & deadlines 4.52 0.01
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 4.35 -0.06
No time to decompress / process 4.35 0.35
Distress at not being able to maintain standards 4.30 0.06
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.30 -0.10
Top 5 Greatest Impact - Supervisors Impact (1-5) +/- Average

Sleep deprivation & exhaustion 4.17 0.31
Heavy workload & deadlines 413 0.47
Distress at not being able to maintain standards 413 0.24
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 4.09 0.10
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.09 0.15




52 respondents (69 per cent) identify as non-supervisors and while on average ranked
each risk slightly lower than supervisors, the top hazards among this group include lack

of resources, pressure to ‘get it right’ and exposure to trauma.

TOP 10 Risks - Non-supervisors Risk Score (1-25) |+/- Average

Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 17.46 -0.10
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 17.19 -0.13
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 16.29 -0.01
Distress at not being able to maintain standards 15.95 -0.56
Exposure to traumatic images 15.66 -0.15
Heavy workload & deadlines 15.56 -0.97
Lack of fostering career development 15.22 0.44
Grieving the change of status of journalists 15.14 -0.42
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 15.07 -0.34
Lack of organizational strategies on mental health 14.84 -0.20

Top 5 Most Likely - Non Supervisors Probability (1-5) [+/- Average
Heavy workload & deadlines 4.51 0.00
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 4.49 0.07
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.45 0.05
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people to

perform the work 443 0.03
Exposure to traumatic images 4.41 0.05
Top 5 Greatest Impact - Non Supervisors Impact (1-5) +/- Average
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 3.94 -0.05
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 3.88 0.00
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 3.86 -0.07
Journalists targeted as individuals 3.84 -0.02
Lack of fostering career development 3.80 0.05




EMPLOYMENT STATUS - FULL TIME / PART TIME / FREELANCE

Full-time employees rank lack of resources, pressure to ‘get it right’ and exposure to
trauma among their top psychological workplace risks.

TOP 10 Risks - Full time Risk Score (1-25) |[+/- Average

Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 18.46 0.90
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 17.66 0.33
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 17.53 1.22
Distress at not being able to maintain standards 17.51 1.00
Heavy workload & deadlines 17.05 0.52
Exposure to traumatic images 16.60 0.80
Grieving the change of status of journalists 15.94 0.38
Sleep deprivation & exhaustion 15.18 0.19
Requirement to be “always on”even in off hours 15.08 0.10
Lack of organizational strategies on mental health 15.05 0.01

Top 5 Most Likely - Full time Probability (1-5) [+/- Average
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 4.62 0.20
Heavy workload & deadlines 4.62 0.1
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people to

perform the work 4.52 0.11
Exposure to traumatic images 4.50 0.14
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.41 0.01
Top 5 Greatest Impact - Full time Impact (1-5) +/- Average
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 4.09 0.10
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.00 0.07
Distress at not being able to maintain standards 3.98 0.09
Workplace toxicity 3.97 0.10
Journalists targeted as individuals 3.95 0.08




Freelancers’ top-ranked psychological risks and hazards involve job insecurity and
employment precarity, with other concerns scoring significantly lower relative to
economic issues.

TOP 10 Risks -Freelance Risk Score (1-25) |+/- Average

Job insecurity, unstable work 18.29 5.23
Unpredictability of work / lack of control 17.43 2.56
Financial stress 16.84 2.32
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 16.28 0.87
Routine overtime (work creep, unpaid overtime 16.22 1.72
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 15.61 -1.71
Lack of fostering career development 14.83 0.06
Heavy workload & deadlines 14.54 -1.99
Grieving the change of status of journalists in

public eye, believing journalism is essential to

truth and democracy 14.50 -1.06
Lack of organizational strategies to protect

mental health 14.50 -0.54

Top 5 Most Likely - Freelance Probability (1-5) [+/- Average

Job insecurity, unstable work 4.57 0.87
Unpredictability of work / lack of control 4.36 0.22
Financial stress 4.29 0.42
Routine overtime (work creep, unpaid overtime 4.29 0.33
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.29 -0.12
Top 5 Greatest Impact - Freelance Impact (1-5) +/- Average

Job insecurity, unstable work 4.00 0.47
Unpredictability of work / lack of control 4.00 0.41
Financial stress 3.93 0.17
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 3.93 0.05
Routine overtime (work creep, unpaid overtime 3.79 0.12




*** The survey had only six responses from ‘part-time/casual’ news professionals, so
those results must be considered as having a potentially wide margin of error.
Nonetheless, it is worth noting they rank workplace culture, toxicity and job precarity
significantly higher than other respondents.

TOP 10 Risks - Part time, casual Risk Score (1-25) |[+/- Average

Lack of organizational strategies to protect

mental health 21.00 5.96
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 20.94 4.64
Bureaucracy related stress (challenging systems) 20.14 6.27
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 20.14 2.81
Job insecurity, unstable work 19.50 6.44
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 19.50 1.94
Unpredictability of work / lack of control 19.44 4.58
Workplace toxicity 19.33 5.65
Working hours - off-hours shift work (early AM,

night shift)] 18.75 5.01
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 18.06 2.65

Top 5 Most Likely - Part time, casual Probability (1-5) [+/- Average

Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 4.83 0.41
Bureaucracy related stress (challenging systems) 4.83 0.89
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.83 0.43
Heavy workload & deadlines 4.83 0.32
Unpredictability of work / lack of control 4.67 0.53

Impact

Top 5 Greatest Impact - Part-time, casual (1-5) +/- Average

Workplace toxicity 4.83 0.97
Lack of organizational strategies on mental health 4.67 0.86
Lateral violence - competitiveness, bullying, abuse 4.67 0.87
Reprisals for reporting discrimination 4.67 0.99
Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people 4.50 0.51




CONCLUSIONS

This study identifies 38 psychosocial hazards in the news industry, many of which relate
to resources. Respondents indicate that time pressures, deadlines, too few people and
fear of job loss are driving individuals’ distress over diminishing standards, accuracy,
workload, and a lack of time to decompress and process exposure to traumatic material.

This study assesses each individual risk and offers insight into the probability of each
hazard occurring and their potential impact - which in most cases is rated as moderate to
severe.

What this study fails to harness is the cumulative impact of numerous stressors existing
at the same time.

Next step in the three-stage risk assessment approach recommended by the Canadian
Centre for Occupational Health and Safety is to develop practical strategies to mitigate

these risks.

This requires action and commitment by news industry employers, unions, associations,
health and safety representatives to incorporate this deeper understanding of factors
affecting psychological safety into workplace risk management.
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https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/hsprograms/hazard/risk_assessment.html

APPENDIX A - FULL LIST OF PSYCHOSOCIAL HAZARDS

The following list of 38 psychosocial hazards was developed during a series of four
online focus groups held in the fall of 2024. A survey of 75 news professionals resulted in
the ranking of probability and impact and the resulting ‘risk score.’

Average | Average
probability | impact Risk score

Psychosocial hazard (1-5) (1-5) (1-25)

Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people to perform the

work 4.41 3.99 17.56
Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong 4.41 3.93 17.32
Heavy workload & deadlines 4.51 3.66 16.53
Distress at not being able to maintain standards given

shrinking resources 4.24 3.89 16.51
Exposure to trauma narratives, death, suffering 4.42 3.69 16.30
Exposure to traumatic images 4.36 3.62 15.81

Grieving the change of status of journalists in public eye,

believing journalism is essential to truth and democracy 4.20 3.70 15.56
Fear of job loss, threat to future of industry 3.97 3.88 15.41
Lack of organizational strategies to protect mental health 3.95 3.81 15.04
Sleep deprivation & exhaustion 3.88 3.86 14.99

Requirement to be “always on” (digitally connected, expected

to be reachable, even in off hours. 4.14 3.62 14.98
Unpredictability of work / lack of control 4.14 3.59 14.86
Lack of fostering career development 3.93 3.76 14.77
No time to decompress / process 4.00 3.66 14.65
Financial stress 3.86 3.76 14.52
Routine overtime (work creep, unpaid overtime 3.96 3.66 14.50

Online harassment & vitriol aimed at media 4.01 3.54 14.21

1
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Psychosocial hazard

Lack of resources, cutbacks, too few people to perform the
work

Pressure to ‘get it right’ / risk of ‘getting it wrong

Moral injury - discomfort at tasks that go against one’s moral
compass (knocking on doors, seeking difficult interviews,
working with images of ‘worst day of someone’s life’

Supervisors lack skills, training to address employee
well-being

Bureaucracy related stress (challenging systems)

Lack of check-ins on well-being

Working hours - off-hours shift work (early AM, night shift)]
Workplace toxicity
Lack of regular feedback

No breaks / not being able to take breaks
Journalists targeted as individuals, attacked for their identity

In the field harassment and distrust from hostile public
Isolation

Lateral violence - competitiveness, backstabbing, bullying,
rudeness, abuse

Job insecurity, unstable work

Stigma around mental health (treated as ‘weakness or not
being up to the job’

Feeling unsafe to express opinions or offer input

Professional repercussions for expressing vulnerability

Workplace discrimination

Reprisals for reporting or speaking up about discrimination

Average
probability
(1-5)

4.41

4.41

3.92

3.85

3.95
3.92

&
3.54
3.88
3.86

3.50

3.58
3.53

3.45
3.70

3.41
3.31

3.38
3.09

2.95

Average
impact
(1-5)

3.99

3.93

3.59

3.62

3.51
3.53

3.46
3.86
3.51
3.50

3.86

BNE
3.73

3.80
3.53

3.69

3.55

3.47
3.58

3.68

Risk score
(1-25)

17.56

17.32

14.09

13.8%

13.86
13.82

13.74
13.68
13.63
13:58

13.53

13.36
13.15

13.09
13.06

12.56
11.77

11.73
11.08

10.83
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