
 

 

   

 

 

Guidance on Media Reporting of Terror Attacks 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Media organisations play a key role in reporting on terror attacks – a role which is 
unquestionably in the public interest. Media reporting helps us understand what happened, why 
it happened and who might be held responsible. It also gives victims opportunities to explain 
the impact on their family and pay public tribute to loved ones. 

1.2 Alongside this role there is also a responsibility to the victims and survivors, including their 
privacy rights. The appropriate balance will vary from case to case. We know of no journalist 
who seeks to cause further harm by their reporting, but harm can nevertheless happen given 
the circumstances and the scale of media interest, unless good practice is followed. 

1.3 This Guidance follows the publication of a report commissioned by Survivors Against Terror 
titled "A Second Trauma: Media reporting of terror attacks through the eyes of survivors" (in 
which survivors of UK terror attacks were surveyed and asked about their experiences of dealing 
with the media). Certain quotations from the report are set out below.  

1.4 This Guidance seeks to help journalists report on terror attacks while avoiding negative impacts 
on victims of terror attacks and their family members, including the bereaved and the seriously 
injured (together "Victims"). This Guidance looks at both the newsgathering stage (i.e. the 
period prior to publication/broadcast) as well as the media's actual reporting of terror attacks. 

1.5 The Guidance largely restates the existing law and/or established regulatory codes relevant to 
the specific issues which we have identified as arising following terror attacks. It also proposes 
further areas of best practice which we encourage media organisations to adopt, including our 
guidance on newsgathering within the first 48 hours following a terrorist attack. The Guidance 
is not intended to be an enforceable code of conduct, however we ask media organisations to 
wherever possible follow the Guidance in the event of a terror attack - unless there are 
exceptional circumstances which justify a departure from it. 

1.6 The provisions of the Guidance are set out in bold text.  

Newsgathering  

1.7 The scale of media interest in high profile attacks requires journalists to think about their 
collective impact – as well as their individual conduct. For example, what may be considered a 
polite and respectful approach from an individual journalist may feel like harassment if it is the 
20th call of the day. 

1.8 Following a terror attack, victims will often be in a state of severe distress, shock and grief (and 
possibly physical pain). The newsgathering process can impact this: 

(a) The emotional distress of victims can be made considerably worse by media enquiries, 
and the newsgathering process in general. 

(b) If victims are directly approached by the media in the first 48 hours following an attack, 
their state of mind may mean that they are unable to make an informed choice as to 
whether or not they really want to engage with the media. This is particularly so where 
they are contacted unexpectedly by the media: by phone, at home in person, or in a 
public space.  

(c) Once a victim engages with the media, it is harder for them to then disengage. Victims 
may be thrust into the spotlight in a vulnerable state and with no prior experience of 
dealing with the media. Many may not have the ability, knowledge or wherewithal to 
complain to a media organisation, or seek advice from IPSO/OFCOM about unwanted 
contact by the media. 

1.9 We know that the first 48 hours following an attack is a crucial period to allow (a) loved ones to 
be informed of a death/serious injury; (b) private grieving by victims; and (c) the initial shock that 
is commonly experienced by the bereaved or seriously injured to begin to subside.  



 

 

   

 

 

1.10 This Guidance includes provisions relating to the first 48 hours following a terror attack, and to 
newsgathering techniques in general.  

In A Second Trauma, a number of victims spoke of their experiences in the immediate aftermath 
of an attack: 

“My 16 year old daughter answered the door thinking it is the postman and a journalist 
wished her condolences on the loss of her brother. We were not even told officially he 
was dead until that evening, twelve hours after this intrusion. At the time of the intrusion 
my son was still lying dead on the arena floor.” 

“The day after the attack reporters hiding behind cars outside house, eventually 
approaching us and asking for info. This was before family liaison confirmed my 
mother’s murder” 

“We were in shock, it was the morning following the attack when the calls and messages 
started. It was very insensitive and upsetting. I was there with my two young daughters 
and we were struggling to process what had happened” 

“We were in no fit state to see anybody, other than close family. We were paralysed 
with grief". 

1.11 Once the initial 48 hour period has passed, journalists should remain mindful of the interests of 
victims, and of the continued risk of harassment and intrusion into the private lives of those 
experiencing grief and shock that may arise from newsgathering techniques.  

1.12 Victims surveyed in A Second Trauma spoke of their experiences of newsgathering techniques: 

“Felt pressured to speak. Was still in shock so just went with the flow. Regretted it 
afterwards but wasn’t in fit state of mind at the time to make rational decisions.” 

"We heard from survivors that each time your phone rings you hope it’s your loved one, 
or a hospital with good news, or the police with information. You have to keep your 
phone on in case your loved one is trying to contact you, but it rings every few minutes 
with another journalist demanding asking for information". 

“Family members were inundated with requests to speak to me/ get my story. I’ve had 
journalists at my house and family members houses and friend requests over social 
media from journalists in order to get what they want.” 

“Received direct messages on social media from a reporter, initially pretending to be 
sympathetic but as soon as I denied his request for an interview, he started harassing 
me and saying he could print whatever he wanted without consent as I had just turned 
18.  We eventually had to get lawyers involved to prevent anything from being printed.” 

“I was at Manchester Royal Children's hospital in with my daughter after she was badly 
injured in the Manchester Arena Attack and the press were knocking on the door at my 
home trying to talk to my son (who was only 16 at the time). Various newspapers and 
TV Channels contacted me & my husband and my son through Facebook, they also 
contacted my daughter’s school, my daughters’ dance group". 

1.13 When considering newsgathering in general, there are some fundamental general aspects to 
human privacy: 

(a) Everyone has a right to respect for his/her private and family life, their home and 
correspondence.  

(b) This also includes the protection of dignity which may be especially relevant where an 
individual is contacted when they are in state of severe distress, shock and grief.  

(c) The "sanctity of the home" is a particularly important aspect of someone's private life, 
which can be threatened by unwanted attempts to contact an individual at their home. 



 

 

   

 

(d) A person may have a reasonable expectation of privacy even if they are in a public 
place, and therefore approaching or photographing someone in public (e.g. on the street 
outside their home) may still invade their privacy, depending on the circumstances. 

1.14 This is consistent with Clause 2 of the IPSO Editors’ Code, Section 8 of the Guidance Notes for 
the OFCOM Broadcasting Code, and section 7 of the BBC editorial guidelines 

1.15 As to harassment, aggressive and persistent attempts to contact and/or photograph victims may 
constitute harassment under the law and/or a breach of relevant regulatory codes, including the 
IPSO Editors’ Code (Clause 3) and Section 8 of the Guidance Notes for the OFCOM 
Broadcasting Code. Where a victim suffers "alarm" or "distress", these are two of the features 
of harassment for the purposes of the Protection from Harassment Act 1997. Therefore, 
persistent pursuit of or attempts to contact a victim may constitute harassment where they are 
liable to cause alarm and/or distress. This is particularly so where the victim has made clear 
that he or she objects to the reporter's approaches.  

1.16 It is recognised that in some cases, the distress of victims may be made worse by the cumulative 
effect of individual reporters' conduct: e.g. 20 reporters all making a single attempt to contact a 
victim. 

Reporting 

1.17 Separate to the process of newsgathering, the publication of private and/or intrusive or 
distressing information relating to a victim can compound the emotional distress caused by a 
terror attack. This is both in terms of the distress suffered by victims, but also the impact upon 
the ability of a victim to live a normal private life after the event.  

1.18 A Second Trauma included examples of how bad practice examples of media reporting had 
compounded the emotional distress suffered by the victims concerned: 

“As her death was announced before we had confirmation this caused a massive 
amount of upset to my family who were waiting desperately for news from me".  

"…it was a race to inform close friends and family members before details were printed 
in the papers". 

“The incorrect reporting of a family member being alive rather than actually dead gave 
false hope and made the news of the death hard to comprehend.” 

“Knocked on all neighbours doors trying to get information about my daughter and 
reported her death online before we had even had confirmation she was one of the 
ones murdered” 

“My grief and loss seemed to be owned by the media and public. I didn’t go out for 
weeks other than with my Police Family Liaison to complete tasks and be present when 
my husband was flown home.” 

"…the photos printed of me in the papers, were taken from my Facebook page without 
my permission or when I was leaving the hospital in Tunisia. None of this I consented 
to.” 

"They took photos from my husband’s Facebook without permission and printed the 
photos in the paper like they had done an interview with him. It was truly disgusting…" 

1.19 We would encourage journalists to balance the general public interest in the media reporting on 
terror attacks with the wellbeing of victims. It would only be in extremely rare cases that the 
general public interest in reporting on terror attacks would justify a serious invasion of a victim's 
privacy by the media. As the IPSO Editors’ Code states at Clause 4, “In cases involving personal 
grief or shock, enquiries and approaches must be made with sympathy and discretion and 
publication handled sensitively”. 

 

 



 

 

   

 

2. The Guidance: newsgathering techniques  

1. Contact within the initial 48 hour period following an attack 

2.1 Journalists play a vital role in informing the public in the aftermath of a terror attack. This 
is also the most sensitive time for survivors and the bereaved. Wherever possible we 
would encourage journalists - if they want to make contact with victims within the first 
48 hours - to do so via third party routes, such as the police or victim support 
organisations. Where indirect approaches are not possible and direct contact is seen as 
essential, approaches should be coordinated to avoid multiple enquiries. 

2.2 Where a victim proactively makes contact with the media in the first 48 hours following 
an attack, the media should respect any decision by the victim to change their mind about 
speaking to the media.  

2. Contact after 48 hours and beyond  

2.3 Victims should not be put under pressure to speak to reporters.   

2.4 Attempts to contact victims should be approached with sympathy and sensitivity. They 
should not be persistent and should, where possible, be coordinated to avoid multiple 
requests from different reporters (including coordinated via the police or victim support 
organisations where possible): 

(a) Contacting a victim by email or text message may be less intrusive than a phone 
call. If the request has gone unanswered then that may indicate that the victim 
does not wish to speak to the reporter.  

(b) We would encourage reporters not to repeatedly attempt to contact a victim who 
has failed to respond to a request to speak.  

(c) Seeking to contact a victim by misrepresentation or subterfuge will never be 
justified.  

2.5 Before any initial communication with a victim, a reporter should refer to their own 
organisation’s guidance. Where a decision is made to communicate with a victim we 
would ask reporters to: 

(a) Clearly identity themselves and the organisation which they represent.  

(b) Explain why they are asking questions.  

(c) Take care to respond calmly if the victim declines to speak and respect that 
decision.   

2.6 As detailed in Clause 3 of the IPSO Editors’ Code, reporters should not persist in 
questioning, telephoning, pursuing or photographing victims once asked to desist; nor 
remain on/outside property when asked to leave, nor follow victims.  

2.7 We would ask reporters and camera teams not to congregate outside a victim's home: 
the mere presence of reporters/cameras in this way may cause additional distress to the 
victim.  

2.8 The bereaved or seriously injured should not be approached for questioning or 
photographed in public places when they are in an obvious state of distress or are 
engaged in a private interaction (such as with another family member). 

2.9 We would ask that reporters should take special care to ensure that relatives of the 
bereaved have been informed by the authorities before making a direct approach, and be 
sensitive to the impact of any inadvertent revelations from the media on families of 
victims. 

2.10 Reporters should not approach victims in/outside hospitals or where they are otherwise 
receiving medical care.  

2.11 The interests of children warrant special consideration both in law and under the relevant 
media codes. Victims under the age of 18 should not be interviewed, questioned or 



 

 

   

 

photographed unless a custodial parent or similarly responsible adult consents and is 
present. 

3. The Guidance: reporting on terror attacks  

Revealing deaths 

3.1 As with newsgathering, media organisations should not (through publication or 
broadcast) inform people of the death of a family member. Therefore care must be taken 
to ensure that close family are already aware of a family member's death before this is 
made public.  

3.2 This is consistent with Clause 4 of the IPSO Editors’ Code and Clause 8 of the OFCOM 
Broadcasting Code, as well as College of Policing Guidance.  

 

Photographs/footage  

 

3.3 Whilst the media often publish photographs taken from social media, careful thought 
should be given as to whether this is appropriate and/or justified in the case of 
photographs of the deceased or other victims.  In particular: 

(a)            The publication of such photographs may exacerbate the distress to 
Victims and/or families of the deceased. 

(b)            The publication of photographs may be an infringement of copyright (the 
copyright is usually owned by whoever took the photograph). 

(c)             It may also amount to an invasion of privacy and/or the data protection 
rights of those depicted in the photographs. 

(d)            In light of the highly distressing context of a terror attack, consideration 
should be given as to whether permission has been obtained/should be obtained 
prior to publishing a photograph 

3.4 The media should be mindful that the publication of a photograph of a person in a public 
place may amount to an unlawful invasion of privacy where, for instance, the person is 
shown in a state of extreme distress, grief or other vulnerability – such as suffering a 
serious injury in need of medical attention.  

3.5 The media should not publish photographs or footage of victims that have been obtained 
through deception or through harassment or unreasonable pursuit.  

 

Revealing details of home addresses 

3.6 The media should not reveal the location of a victim's home, or publish anything that 
would allow someone to locate the home. The fact that a victim's home address may be 
a matter of "public record" does not justify its publication to the world. There is a danger 
that publication will lead to reporters, freelance journalists and others (such as well-
wishers or those who wish to cause further harm) attending the victim's home. This – 
and even the threat of it - may cause the victim undue distress. 

3.7 The media should be alive to the risks of inadvertently revealing a home address, e.g. 
by: 

(a) Publishing the name of the street on which the home is located. 

(b) Publishing photographs or footage which would enable someone to locate the 
home.   

Children 



 

 

   

 

3.8 The media should take extra care to protect the interests of children who are caught up 
in a terror attack, directly or indirectly: 

(a) It will rarely ever be justifiable to publish photographs or footage of a child in 
these circumstances. The media would need to show a compelling public interest 
to justify this.  

(b) The privacy of a child can be invaded by the publication or broadcast of 
information relating to his/her parents, even if the child is not referred to. Where 
it is foreseeable that a publication or broadcast would have an adverse effect on 
a child then a compelling public interest would be needed to justify this.  

3.9 This is consistent with Clause 6 of the IPSO Editors’ Code and Section One of the OFCOM 
Broadcasting Code (Protecting the under-eighteens).  

Freelancers/third parties  

3.10 The media should take extra care in publishing or broadcasting material relating to 
victims (such as interviews or photographs). In particular, the media should question 
whether the material has not been obtained in line with this Guidance.  Editors already 
have an obligation to ensure that material supplied by freelancers or other third parties 
has been gathered in compliance with the terms of their own Codes and/or those of 
IPSO/IMPRESS/Ofcom. 

3. Publication of details of the perpetrators of an attack 

3.11 Publishing images of the perpetrators of an attack might at times be in the public interest, 
for example when seeking to find alleged perpetrators, but the media should also be 
mindful that publication of images of the perpetrators of a terror attack, or their 
manifestos, can not only lead to victims suffering further emotional distress but can also 
risk glorifying the attack in the eyes of some, promote the potential recruitment of others 
who may support similar views or manifestos and lead to an increased risk of further 
terror attacks being committed in future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 

 

 

 

 

Website: https://survivorsagainstterror.org.uk/                              Email: contact@survivorsagainstterror.org.uk 
 

Survivors Against Terror CIO is a charity registered in England and Wales, charity number 1203327 
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