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Introduction

Media plays an important role in engaging community when an 
Indigenous person goes missing. It can mobilize people to search for 
a missing person, keep an eye out for them and help see them come 
home safely. Press releases by police are often shared on social media 
and can similarly help locate a missing person. And yet, many times 
the reports on missing persons end up recycling racist stereotypes 
and reinforcing wrong-headed ideas about Indigenous Peoples. 

Since 2017, the Looking Out For Each Other project (LOFEO) has 
been collaborating with Indigenous organizations, community 
members, mainstream service providers and post-secondary 
institutions across the Eastern region in order to develop culturally 
safe and appropriate approaches, resources and services for the 
families and communities of missing and murdered Indigenous 
people and those who are most vulnerable to victimization. 

The work being completed in LOFEO is informed by Sharing Circles 
with individuals and families who provide the guidance on how to 
best improve services in their own communities and in policing, 
legal services, and media reporting practices. In the LOFEO Sharing 
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Circles, we have heard many harrowing stories of reporting that was 
less than helpful or even harmful.

As part of the project, we wanted to work with journalists, filmmakers, 
journalism students and communications experts to learn what 
journalists are doing to improve media reporting about missing and 
murdered Indigenous women, document emerging practices and 
facilitate exchanges between families and media. 

To this end we began working with Catherine Martin, a Mi’kmaq 
filmmaker based in Halifax, Nova Scotia. In 2001, long before missing 
and murdered Indigenous women became a nationally recognized 
issue, Catherine made an important documentary about Annie Mae 
Pictou Aquash, a 30-year-old Nova Scotia born Mi’kmaq woman 
who was murdered in South Dakota in 1975. For over three decades, 
the crime remained a mystery. Catherine’s documentary “The Spirit 
of Annie Mae” was key to reviving the interest in this case, which 
ultimately led to the arrest, prosecution and conviction of two co-
perpetrators in 2010. Catherine has remained dedicated to helping 
families and friends of missing Indigenous people. She joined our 
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project in 2016 and was instrumental in organizing the National 
Inquiry hearing in Membertou. 

In November 2018, Catherine brought together Indigenous 
reporters, journalism professors and students, community members, 
and the LOFEO leadership team for an evening and full day of 
discussions. Our goal was to make connections, build relationships, 
learn from these professionals on best reporting practices, and how 
the project could contribute to bring about positive changes in 
reporting on Indigenous Peoples. 

Key outcomes of the roundtable were the identification of the 
following guiding ideas for journalists reporting on Indigenous  
stories and issues:

• Building and sustaining trust

• Respect for the people whose stories are reported

• Focusing on communities

• Growing cultural competencies

• Practicing self-care 
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Through the relationships we established with media professionals 
and the Indigenous community voices we heard LOFEO developed 
guidelines for reporting on Indigenous issues. This was accomplished 
with the assistance of media professionals Terra Tailleur (University 
of King’s College) and Erin Moore (Nova Scotia Community College) 
who worked closely with the LOFEO leadership team to prepare the 
initial set of guidelines.

Our early conversations paved the way for a media cultural 
competency workshop we held at the University of King’s College in 
November 2019. The purpose of the workshop was two-fold; first, 
to increase awareness and knowledge of Indigenous traditions and 
customs by providing cultural competency training to a wide variety 
of media professionals and students in Atlantic Canada; second, to 
strengthen the guidelines we initially developed for reporting on 
Indigenous issues through media case study work and discussions.
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Broadly, these guidelines echo the importance of accuracy, fairness 
and independence, which are the core principles of journalistic ethics 
and standards across Canada. Additionally, they were written to 
address the particular challenges of covering stories connected to 
missing and murdered Indigenous people. The hope is that these 
guidelines will help journalists be more mindful of their process and 
the impact they have on families and result in accurate, human-
centered stories gathered in a responsible way. The general approach 
when covering Indigenous peoples and communities should be one 
that highlights resourcefulness, resilience and strength rather than 
suggesting deficiency or weakness. The guidelines could be adapted 
for other stories on Indigenous people and communities.

Guidelines for Journalists



General Guiding Questions

 For reporters

1   What steps have I taken to convey my respect for cultural 
traditions and protocols?

2   Have I contacted informed individuals in my organization or 
external sources who can help guide me?

3   Am I satisfied that I have done the necessary research to ensure 
that I can observe relevant cultural protocols?

 For editors and managers

4   Have I provided my journalists with an informed and current 
guide on reporting in Indigenous communities? If possible, have 
I taken appropriate steps to develop a roster of paid Indigenous 
consultants who reporters can contact with specific questions? 

5   Am I taking steps to ensure that I am not burdening my 
Indigenous reporters with acting as cultural consultants for their 
colleagues on top of their regular workload?

6
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Guiding Questions 
in the Preparation Phase

For reporters 

1     Have I completed my preliminary research, so I am briefed before 
approaching family members or friends?

2   What steps have I taken to make sure that I am not going out with 
a preconceived narrative?

3   Have I taken appropriate steps in choosing my sources to ensure 
that they are in a good position to speak for the family and the 
community? For example, have I asked a community leader or 
family member for suggestions on whom to contact?
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For editors and managers

4   Have I assigned a single journalist as a point of contact for the 
affected family and community?

5   Have I selected a reporter who has the necessary training and 
experience to conduct interviews with people who have suffered 
trauma? Have I given sufficient consideration to the fact that 
trauma-informed interviewing is skilled work and not everyone can 
do it?

6   Are the timelines appropriate given the cultural context and 
traumatic circumstances?  Have I set realistic and flexible deadlines 
to respect these circumstances?

7    Have I taken appropriate steps to ensure that my reporter doesn’t 
have to rush an interview?

8   Have I been mindful of the fact that family members deserve 
time and respect?
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For reporters

1   Have I reached out to establish contacts in the community before 
my arrival?

2  If I’m arriving in a community unannounced and approaching 
people for interviews, am I attentive to always giving my card or 
other contact information prior to doing the interview as a sign of 
respect and to ensure the person has a way to follow up with me?

3   Am I ready for the possibility that not all community members 
may want to answer questions in English? Have I asked about the 
preferred language? Have I identified a translator if I discover that 
I need to work with a translator?

Guiding Questions 
for Conducting the Interview
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4   Have I given the source the option to decline the interview? Have 
I asked the source about their preferred location for the interview 
and have I offered to come to their home? Have I communicated 
that they can have a support person there with them if they 
would like? 

5   Have I made assumptions about a person’s healing process 
because the events happened in the past? Am I aware that no 
matter how long ago a traumatic loss or violent injury occurred, 
the person re-telling the story is likely to experience intense 
emotions? Am I tempted to assure the source that I understand 
even though that is typically not the case? 

6   Am I doing what I can to help sources understand the reporting 
process? Am I as clear as possible about what I want from the 
source? Am I ready to tell the source where/when the story will 
appear and how their information may be used?
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1   Have I reached out to family and friends for enough personal 
details to ensure that I can report the story in its human 
complexity? Am I ensuring the missing person is not disappearing 
in police-speak?

2   Have I crafted the story accurately and fairly to avoid 
sensationalism? Have I considered the story from the perspective 
of family or friends of the missing person?

3   Have I avoided using any language that stereotypes or 
prejudges?

4   A missing person is a missing person regardless of background or 
ethnicity. Am I mentioning that someone is Indigenous because 
it’s relevant to the story or is it gratuitous?

Guiding Questions 
for Writing/Editing
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Anyone with information should contact [local police service 
phone number]. For support, families in New Brunswick can 
call 1-833-MMI-FIND. If someone you know has disappeared, 
contact police immediately. You do not have to wait 24 hours.  

5   Am I avoiding using images of the missing person that reinforce 
existing stereotypes? For example, is the source of my image a 
friend or family member or a police mug shot? 

6   Did I review the story from top to bottom to ensure integrity and 
continuity? Did I review the story and content on all platforms?

7   Did I remember to add a templated section at the bottom of a 
missing story as a PSA? Did I include hyperlinks to relevant online 
sources? Suggested copy:



1   Have I ensured that the story is updated promptly on all platforms 
including social media if the missing person is located?

2   Did I check in with interviewees soon after the story was published 
and share a link to the piece?

3   Have I reviewed my work with my editor or producer to see what 
worked and what could be improved?

4  Have I taken the time and steps to practice self-care?

Guiding Questions 
for Post-Publication and Follow-up
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“Good things will happen if you 
respect people’s customs and 
traditions, show a genuine interest 
in learning, recognize there is 
no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to 
Indigenous peoples and nurture 
relationships.”  
– Duncan McCue
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New Brunswick Aboriginal Peoples Council (NBAPC)

The NBAPC is a political voice for Aboriginal people who live 
off-reserve in New Brunswick. The NBAPC was founded in 
1972 in a large part by the descendants of women who had 
their Indian status revoked because they married a non-status 
man. The NBAPC provides representation and programs and 
services for Aboriginal people who live off-reserve in New 
Brunswick. The overall goal of the organization is to improve 
the lives of Indigenous people in New Brunswick.

About Us
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Looking Out For Each Other: Assisting Aboriginal families and 

communities when an Aboriginal woman goes missing (LOFEO)

The NBAPC leads a community driven project called LOFEO.

In partnership with other Native Councils, Friendship Centres, 

Indigenous Women’s organizations, transition houses and shelters, 

the goal of the project is to provide well supported Indigenous-

led responses and services to families and communities of missing 

people. LOFEO is also collaborating with post-secondary institutions, 

mainstream service providers and government in the areas of 

media, law and policing.  The LOFEO project network spans across 

Quebec, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island and 

Newfoundland & Labrador.  

For further information on the LOFEO project and the reporting 

guidelines please visit https://nbapc.org/programs-and-services/

lofeo



Duncan McCue: Reporting in Indigenous Communities 

http://riic.ca/

Indigenous Writes: A Guide to First Nations, Metis & Inuit Issues 
in Canada by Chelsea Vowel

https://apihtawikosisan.com/

Media and Representation: The Final Report of the National 
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 

https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-report/

Readings and Resources

17

Missing women inquiry: recommendations of the families

https://missingwomen.library.uvic.ca/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/
CONS-3-May-2012-BB-Voices-of-the-Families-Recommendations-of-the-
Families-of-the-Missing-Murdered-Women.pdf

Trusting News: Top facts about trust 

https://bit.ly/3y122Vn
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Why should I tell you?: A guide to less-extractive reporting

https://ethics.journalism.wisc.edu/why-should-i-tell-you-a-guide-to-less-
extractive-reporting/

Virtual doorstep

https://theconversation.com/virtual-doorstep-journalists-social-media-
and-the-victims-of-tragedy-78357

International Committee of the Red Cross: Accompanying the 
families of missing persons

https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/publications/icrc-002-4110.pdf

BBC: privacy and missing people

https://www.bbc.com/editorialguidelines/guidance/missing-people

Toronto Star:

https://www.thestar.com/opinion/public_editor/2018/05/04/why-
journalists-interview-grieving-families.html



Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma:

https://dartcenter.org/resources/dart-center-style-guide-trauma-
informed-journalism

Mindset: Reporting on Mental Health

http://www.mindset-mediaguide.ca/ 

City Bureau: community engagement guidelines

https://www.citybureau.org/community-engagement-guidelines

CAJ ethics: On the record: is it really informed consent without 
discussion of consequences?

https://caj.ca/blog/informed-consent

The Discourse: talking to refugees 

https://www.thediscourse.ca/data/how-journalists-better-job 
-covering-refugees?

Victims and The Past: Guidelines for victims and survivors, 
journalists, journalism educators

https://victimsandthepast.org/outputs/media-training-workshops/  
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Special thanks to the artist Susan Sacobie whose artwork 
appears on the cover of these guidelines.
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