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Background

Pakistan's severe ongoing economic
and political crisis has hit the country’s
media industry, once viewed as among
of the most vibrant in South Asia. Since
2018, the situation has been exacerbated,
in part, because of a decline in revenue
from paid government advertisements,
and the slow shift from print to much
needed digital content. As a result, thou-
sands of journalists and media workers
have faced a widespread crisis of layoffs,
pay cuts, unpaid salaries, the shuttering
of news outlets, long hours, performance
pressure and financial insecurity—all
of which lead to financial instability and
hamper mental health. The Pakistan Fed-
eral Union of Journalists noted that over
8,000 of Pakistan’s estimated 20,000 jour-
nalists lost their jobs in 2020 alone, and
rural and district staff were more likely
to be laid off. Journalists in Pakistan also
work in an environment where freedom
of expression is constantly under threat.
Furthermore, journalists are increasingly
faced with threats, arrests, abductions,
physical attacks, torture and censorship,
causing even more psychological harm.

The Pakistani media, particularly TV
channels, are in constant competition
to sensationalize and show violent and
frightening content. As a result, most
journalists covering violence and distress
—typically without adequate training,
protection, and support—become vul-

Impact study results

- The counseling program, established
by Individualland, showed significant
positive outcomes for individuals who
accessed counseling (reduced somatic
symptoms of stress and anxiety, en-
hanced emotional and social capabili-
ties, and indications of improved wellbe-
ing). Similarly, CEJ's counseling program
also showed positive results for the
people who sought counseling, helping
individuals build resilience and improve
emotional wellbeing.

- The sensitization programs carried
out by Individualland resulted in an in-
creased awareness of mental health
issues within the media community,

nerable to psychological trauma along-
side physical and digital threats. In such
a situation, most journalists in Pakistan
are leftalone to cope with their traumatic
experiences in a country that has fewer
than 500 psychiatrists for a population of
nearly 220 million.

DW Akademie has been active in Pakistan
since 2010 and engaged in improving
wellbeing since 2014. DW Akademie has
organized its activities on mental health
in three phases. The first (2015-2017) saw
DW Akademie working with the Universi-
ty of Peshawar, which included the estab-
lishment of a Trauma Counseling Center,
where 64 journalists were provided with
psychological counseling, and training
sessions for 15% of journalists based in
Peshawar on psychological risks and dig-
ital safety.

In the second phase (2018-2020), DW
Akademie worked with the Centre of Ex-
cellence in Journalism (CEJ) and Individu-
alland (IL) to open up trauma counselling
centers and provide free counselling to
the media community in Karachi and
Quetta. By 2020, 154 people had received
counseling, which then continued into
the third phase (2021-2023). The partners
also worked on sensitization sessions,
and 177 journalists were trained on psy-
chological safety protocols through Indi-
vidualland. The center in Karachi closed

helping many to self-identify symptoms
of depression and delayed trauma re-
sponses. The sensitization of media
leaders led to increased awareness, al-
though this has not resulted in any sus-
tainable policy changes or protocols to
improve the wellbeing of the commu-
nity. A few senior individuals within the
media community did however show
changes in their attitudes and practices,
such as letting their team decide wheth-
er to cover a dangerous situation or by
providing emotional support to their
staff.

- Sensitization sessions and counseling
resulted in a large number of people en-

down in 2021 due to a lack of financial
support. However, the IL center contin-
ues to operate and provide mental health
services to the media community.

An impact study was commissioned to
understand the impact of the trauma
counseling and sensitization carried out
by Individualland. The study—based on
qualitative means such as focus group
discussions and semi-structured inter-
views —analyzed the impact of the pro-
gram on journalists’ wellbeing and abili-
ty to report on a story with a feeling of
safety and freedom. The impact study
also considered any multiplier effects of
the program on media organizations and
their leadership, as well as undertaking
a behavior study approach, focusing on
changes in the knowledge, perceptions
and practices of individuals and organi-
zations involved in the project. The study
also took a peripheral view on the coun-
seling and sensitization program under-
taken by CEJ. Finally, the study also brief-
ly looked at the program implemented
through Peshawar University to under-
stand its long-term impact.

gaging in healthy coping mechanisms
during a traumatic event or assignment,
however there was no formal implemen-
tation of the developed psychological
safety protocol.



Selected lessons learned

- Although there is high prevalence of

PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder)
and trauma, many people suffering
from PTSD and trauma did not access
the counseling provided; the centers
worked more with individuals with gen-
eralized anxiety disorders, panic attacks
and other ailments. One reason could be
that the trauma often stems from state
persecution or violence, and journalists
are worried about surveillance and se-
curity.

- Although the counseling centers have
shown positive outcomes, their sustain-
ability is in question, as the CEJ center
shutdown in 2021.

- The media community as a whole is
slowly being to understand the impor-
tance of mental health, but still regards
systemic factors such as low salaries,
downsizing, workplace harassment as
the main causes of mental health issues,
indicating that an advocacy-based pro-
gram could be effective in addressing
some of these challenges.

- Counseling centers remain vulnerable,
struggling with a high demand for men-
tal health services but reduced funding
and outside pressures, and will need to
innovate their approaches in the future.

Selected recommendations

- DW Akademie should continue to invest
in mental health services for the media
community, by investing in the training
and capacity-building of psychologists
in Baluchistan and supporting the ex-
pansion of mental health services in
Baluchistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Karachi.

- Within the counseling centers, more
trauma-specific therapy such as EMDR
(eye movement desensitization and re-
processing) and TRE (trauma release
exercises) could be introduced, where
people with PTSD or intense trauma can
also seek treatment different from the
usual talk therapy. They could also try to
connect people with PTSD to counselors
and psychologists in other cities.

- Partners such as Individualland should
seek to partner with universities that of-
fer mental health training in other cities,
to learn from their expertise and con-
nect their counselors and psychologists
to the center. Furthermore, they could
develop modules for media students on
mental health and well-being.

- Individualland and CEJ could adopt a
revenue-based model, to sustain and
expand their services. It could start by
offering therapy to families and indi-
viduals able to pay market rates, which
can then be used to subsidize journalists
who are unable to pay for therapy.

- Building on the existing program and
its momentum, Individualland and DW
Akademie could also invest in great-
er advocacy with other organizations,
focusing on the institutionalization of
mental health services and other sys-
temic issues—such as harassment at
the workplace, the attitudes of bosses,
and the lack of understanding between
Baluchistan bureaus and head offic-
es—which cause mental health distress.

- CEJ could establish advocacy groups for
women journalists, peer to peer support
groups with women trained to lead dis-
cussion groups and to identify women
in trouble. This could ensure the partic-
ipation of more women journalists and
media workers.
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The objective of the external evaluation is to provide a constructive assessment of the project results. It does not necessarily align with the
perspective and planning of DW Akademie. Nevertheless, all findings were discussed in order to allow lessons learned to be incorporated into

the development of future strategies.
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