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Abstract 

In this exegesis I examine my creative project, a series of seven short documentary films 

entitled The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a), and its impact on community, on the 

film participants, and on me as a filmmaker. The films document the experience of 

caregivers and family members of veterans with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

The exegesis is framed by the literature on ethics and documentary film. In the first data 

chapter, I detail the work of building a community for my films, engaging with impact 

partners and producing a series of educational videos about PTSD. Also catalogued in 

this chapter is the success of the films. They were selected for film festivals, elicited 

positive feedback from the general public and were shared multiple times online. The 

following chapter discusses the impact of the creative project on the participants, 

highlighting their agency and empowerment as well as vulnerabilities. The discussion 

reveals the complex and multifaceted nature of power in documentary filmmaking. From 

impact on participants I move to consider the impact of the filmmaking process on me as 

a filmmaker drawing on the notions of ‘vicarious trauma’ and ‘emotion work/emotional 

labour’. I demonstrate that the fraught subject matter of the films, the distress of 

participants, and my novice status as a filmmaker exposed me to vicarious trauma. I 

further explain how different aspects of the filmmaking process, such as accessing and 

interviewing participants, and negotiating with the military, necessitated significant 

emotional labour. In the concluding chapter of the exegesis I highlight the key findings 

of research. Of particular importance is my illumination of the emotional dimensions of 

film production. I argue that quality documentary production requires significant 

emotional labour on behalf of a filmmaker, but the implications of this emotion work are 

rarely acknowledged in the literature. As such, I argue for the importance of expanding 

documentary filmmaking and ethics research to include a focus on the emotional health 

and wellbeing of the filmmaker. 
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Creative Project accompanies the Written Exegesis 

The creative project of my doctoral research comprises seven short documentary films 

entitled The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a, total duration 78 minutes) and a five-

part series entitled, PTSD Educational Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 2015, 

total duration 19 minutes). I produced, directed and edited the entire project working 

predominantly as a sole operator throughout my research as detailed in Chapter One. An 

overview of The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) series is provided in Chapter One 

in Table 1.1. Dr Khoo’s interview series are summarised in Chapter Three in Table 3.2. 

It is recommended the reader views The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) film series 

completely, while the PTSD Educational Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 

2015) can be viewed as an optional extra. The reader can access the complete film series 

and interview series via my webpage, and alternatively on my Vimeo1 page.  

http://www.melzerkym.com.au/veterans.html 

https://vimeo.com/melzerkym 

 

 

 

 

  

 
1 Vimeo is a video-sharing platform. 
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Statement of Originality 

 

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any university. 

To the best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material previously 

published or written by another person except where due reference is made in the thesis 

itself.  
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Kym Maxine Melzer  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background to the Project 

For decades scholars have been ‘drawing on the use of the self to generate insights, 

establish patterns, and bring the voice of their research subjects to light’ (Venkatesh 2013, 

4). Furthermore, ‘when qualitative methods are used within any such research perspective 

it is appropriate to write reports in the first person’ (Webb 1992, 750).  This thesis is thus 

written in the first person as this aligns with my epistemological position as a qualitative 

researcher interested in subjective experiences of participants who is committed to 

reflexive practice (Dupuis 1999; Davies 2012).  

In this exegesis, my creative project is the practice underlying my research into ‘impact 

documentary,’ and the experience of the broader community, film participants, and me as 

a filmmaker. Central to this exploration is the subject matter of the films, that is, the 

experience of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) amongst the veteran community in 

Australia. The mental health organisation, Beyond Blue (2018 n.p.), defines PTSD as ‘a 

particular set of reactions that can develop in people who have been through a traumatic 

event which threatened their life or safety, or that of others around them.’ It can manifest 

itself in different ways, including with the sufferer re-living the traumatic event, being 

overly alert or wound up, avoiding any reminders of the event or feeling emotionally 

numb (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  

 

Three to four million Australian people live with or are directly affected by PTSD 

(Douglas and Wodak 2016, 5). A significant proportion of this group is the veteran 

population. According to a study, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) reports that 8.3% 

of its members will have experienced PTSD in the last twelve months, which is 

significantly higher than in the Australian community (5.2%). Furthermore, ADF males 
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report a greater rate of PTSD compared with the general community (8.1% versus 4.6%) 

(Australian Defence Government, 2018). 

 

The experiences of military personnel who have served the nation and suffered from 

PTSD have not always commanded attention. Indeed, in the literature PTSD has been 

described as an ‘invisible wound,’ in that its deeply distressing and damaging 

psychological or emotional nature is not easily seen or potentially even acknowledged as 

an extraordinarily serious and life-changing combat related injury (Tanielian and Jaycox 

2008, 3). Over the years this invisibility has been aggravated by the medical regime’s 

tardiness in acknowledging the clinical legitimacy of PTSD (Clarke 2016, 33), as well as 

by the stigmatising of those veterans who have had the courage to identify they are 

suffering from PTSD (Bale 2014, 12). 

 

These issues were at the forefront of my mind on Anzac Day eve in 2014 when I attended 

a media event hosted by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) in Brisbane 

entitled ‘After the Parade.’ At that stage I was contemplating an Honours film project on 

alternative therapies for PTSD. I was intrigued by a scholarly paper about an ex-service 

organisation, Young Diggers, which used service dogs as therapy for veterans with PTSD 

and thought this might be an interesting film project (Balfour 2009, 6). As part of my 

undergraduate degree I had been involved in a documentary film on drug cultures, so it 

was this subject, rather than the topics of PTSD or veterans, which had elicited my interest 

in attending the broadcaster event. 

 

The ABC event involved contributions from a panel of speakers who represented the 

military and medical and support organisations assisting veterans with PTSD. It included 

Dr Andrew Khoo (Toowong Private Hospital), Rear Admiral Robyn Walker (Defence 
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Health), Major General Stuart Smith (Commander 1st Division), veteran John Jarrett 

(Young Diggers), and Peter Coster and Wendy Taylor (RSL Qld). Following introductory 

remarks from the invited contributors, the audience was invited to participate in a 

Question and Answer (Q&A) session with the panel. I sat next to a friendly woman who 

asked why I was there. When I mentioned I was a university research student and 

filmmaker interested in PTSD and alternative medicines she said, ‘Oh you will love what 

my son is going to say.’ Her son, veteran Michael Harding, spoke articulately in the Q&A 

about his road to PTSD recovery using methods that fell outside the Department of 

Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) guidelines, such as medicinal cannabis. This was met with 

virulent opposition by a senior defence officer who repeatedly stated that the methods 

were not accepted by DVA because they are not ‘evidence based.’ 

 

This was not the only heated exchange of the evening. Audience members raised concerns 

about the difficulties in transitioning from defence into civilian life with a mental illness 

and the impact of PTSD on veterans’ families. I learnt two lessons that night. Firstly, the 

subject of veterans dealing with PTSD is a fraught, vexed and complex matter involving 

a multifaceted community with different views, experiences and resources. Secondly, the 

issue of medical cannabis is part of a larger story concerning veterans with PTSD which 

mobilise around a varied array of issues, such as support and care, recognition and 

legitimacy, power and the state, and masculinity and shame. I was intrigued, energised, 

excited, troubled and disturbed. Filmmakers draw on intuition in the making of a 

documentary (Wotherspoon 2011, 12). I immediately ‘knew’ that examining alternative 

PTSD therapies and activities would be the basis for an interesting documentary story 

and research project.  
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After spending some time at the National Memorial Walk at the Enoggera Barracks in 

Brisbane, where veteran Michael Harding was volunteering with Dad’s Army, a 

subdivision of the Royal Australian Regiment (RAR) Association Queensland branch, I 

invited him and his partner, Bek Houghton, to be involved in my Honours creative 

project. The project, entitled Coming Home (Melzer 2014), was a five-part short 

documentary series about Australian veterans with PTSD. The aim of the films was to 

detail an eclectic array of therapeutic interventions to address PTSD in the veteran 

community including dog therapy, photography therapy, and writing poetry. I was 

delighted when Bek and Michael agreed to participate. I drew multiple storyboards (see 

Appendix B), and enthusiastically started planning production. Three months into my 

twelve-month degree Bek informed me that Michael no longer wanted to participate, 

citing PTSD symptoms of anxiety as the reason. I had mixed reactions to this news. This 

included concern for Michael, apprehension about my film project, and frustration that 

participants could withdraw at a late stage. In partnership with my local Returned Services 

League (RSL) at Currumbin, Gold Coast, Queensland, I identified a replacement 

participant, Vietnam veteran, Joe Gate’s and started a new storyboard (see Appendix B). 

While this alleviated my concerns about the participation of my creative project, the 

experience raised a number of ethical issues for me about filmmaker/participant 

relationships, informed consent, and working with vulnerable populations in 

documentary film. 

 

In 2015, I commenced my doctorate and decided to build upon my Honours film work 

about PTSD. During the filming process in Honours I became aware of the lack of 

services and support for the loved ones caring for veterans with PTSD. All of the 

caregivers I interviewed had been diagnosed with anxiety and/or depression – this was 

the ripple effect of PTSD. All the documentaries and films about PTSD I had seen focused 
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on the sufferer, so I wanted to move the spotlight over to the caregivers. As part of the 

preparatory phase I consulted the literature on caregivers of veterans with PTSD and 

discovered that it is still very limited; while only just emerging, the work that has been 

done has revealed that this is a group that is at high psychological and social risk 

(Mansfield et al. 2014; Yambo and Johnson 2014).  

 

For the purposes of doctoral research the film series was clearly a useful platform to 

investigate the types of ethical questions that had first arisen following Michael’s 

withdrawal from the Coming Home (Melzer 2014) series. In July 2016, I completed the 

creative component of my doctorate, The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a), a seven-

part documentary series. The films explore how partners, caregivers and family members 

of veterans from conflicts, ranging from Vietnam to Afghanistan, deal with the impact of 

PTSD.  

 

Research Question 

The Initial Focus of the Research: Participant Impact 

As is common in inductive qualitative research, the specific focus of the project shifted 

throughout the doctorate. In March 2016 I completed my Early Candidature Milestone, 

which candidates at Griffith University undertake six months into their doctorate. My 

initial observation in reading the literature was that there is minimal research into the 

participants’ experience in documentary filmmaking (Sanders 2012a; Nash 2012; 

Thomas 2012). Thus, participants were my sole initial focus as my report document 

explained:  

 

This PhD research project is two part. The first part, The Ripple Effect of PTSD 

(Melzer 2016a), is a series of short documentary films which forms the creative 
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component of the PhD research. The second part is the written exegesis, entitled: 

Disruptions in Documentary Filmmaking: Exploring 

Participants’ Experience. This research explores the experiences of participants 

in the documentary filmmaking process. The research investigates how 

participants in The Ripple Effect of PTSD series (Melzer 2016a) feel about the 

experience of being in a documentary film and the issues that may have arisen 

during and after production (Melzer 2016b). 

 

My intention was to examine participant experiences via the lens of ethics given calls for 

work in the area (Aufderheide 2012; Sanders 2012a), particularly calls to take a more 

sophisticated view of power  (Nash 2012). I was inspired by arguments that the study of 

ethics and documentary filmmaking can be enhanced by filmmakers reflexively 

examining their own practice (Donovan 2006b; Thomas 2012), and so intended to use my 

experience to further knowledge in the area. I was also influenced by the contention that 

enhancing scholarship on ethics and documentary filmmaking demands a move away 

from textual analysis alone to engage other empirical approaches such as interviewing 

(Aufderheide 2012; Sanders 2010; Nash 2012). I thus decided upon the following 

Research Questions: 

What have been my experiences of ethics in the practice of filming The Ripple 

Effect of PTSD? (Melzer 2016a). 

What have been the experiences of participants involved in The Ripple Effect of 

PTSD (Melzer 2016a), and how can these experiences inform our knowledge of 

ethics in documentary filmmaking? 
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In August 2016, my original exegesis title, Disruptions in Documentary Filmmaking: 

Exploring Participants’ Experience, and my original research questions were re-stated 

during my Griffith University Confirmation of Candidature Milestone presentation, 

which marked twelve months into my doctorate. The following year, in July 2017, my 

original title and original research questions were reiterated during my Griffith University 

Mid Candidature Milestone report and presentation.  

 

Broadening the Focus of the Research: Including Community Impact 

At the same time, I continued to read about impact and documentary filmmaking, 

including work which asserted the research on ethics and documentary filmmaking needs 

to attend to impact (Miller 2009). Simultaneously my films began generating some initial 

impact. A military chaplain offered to use my research films in his education military 

workshops on mental health and spirituality and the films were sent to a British Army 

Military Psychiatrist as an exemplar of giving voice to veterans with PTSD.  

 

Through these initial experiences I realised that a further dimension of importance to 

my project was the broader community impact of my films.  I thus decided to expand 

my research questions to focus on community, situating my discussion within the long 

tradition of documentary film being utilised to produce and facilitate ‘participatory 

publics’; the aim was to use them to foster social, cultural and political change (Aguayo 

2013; Aufderheide 2007; Avery 2017; Nisbet and Aufderheide 2009; Vasi et al. 2015). 

 

A Final Pivot in the Research Focus: Impact on The Filmmaker 

Some time after I extended the research to include a focus on community impact the 

project pivoted again, and much more overtly, when I recognised I had been subjected to 

‘pain by proxy’ from listening to deeply affecting narratives (Clifford 2010, 180). The 
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moment I realised my research had permeated my being and impacted my mental health 

was after I received a personal email from a friend and PhD colleague who advised me 

her veteran son had committed suicide. She wrote that he had ‘became the latest victim 

of the ripple effect of PTSD over the weekend’ (Melzer, Personal email 28th June 2017). 

My research felt redundant. I did not want to continue – what was the point?  

 

The years of exploration of the subject matter of the films and bearing witness to the 

participants’ PTSD experiences, as well as working in precarious film and academia 

industries (Maddox 2019; Thomas 2019), had a negative effect on me as a filmmaker 

which led to me needing time away from my research.  

 

In November 2017, I collaborated with film colleagues and produced a film mentoring  

workshop for children.  From the workshop I produced the short drama film, Cool 

Fashion Girls (Melzer 2018b). This project was a diversion from my doctoral studies, 

and an attempt to minimise the isolation and negativity I was feeling. The Cool Fashion 

Girls (Melzer 2018b) workshop and short film evolved into a bigger project than I 

anticipated. Once the film was completed we held a charity fundraiser event in a cinema 

theatre and submitted the short film into selected festivals. Cool Fashion Girls (2018b) 

won the American ‘Children’s International Day Film Festival CommUNITY Award 

2018’. It became an international award-winning film that gave everyone involved a sense 

of pride and satisfaction. Later, when I was researching vicarious trauma I discovered 

diversion and ‘being involved in a range of activities,’ are methods recommended to 

counsellors to ‘manage and sustain their capacity to respond to the demands of direct 

trauma counselling work over time’ (Dutton et al. 2017, 143-144). I had attempted to 

keep my doctoral creative project at arm’s lengths, however, after my friend’s son 
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committed suicide, I had to admit defeat. I reluctantly put my hand up to get professional 

help which is detailed further in Chapter Five.  

 

As I struggled to understand the impact the documentary project had on my mental health, 

I expanded my scholarly reading to include topics such as occupational stress, vicarious 

trauma and emotional labour, particularly in occupations related to documentary 

filmmaking (Bell 2015; Boasso, Overstreet, and Ruscher 2015; Canner 2008.; 

Christopherson 2008; Davidson and Poor 2015; Dutton et al. 2017; Maddox 2019.; 

Thomas 2019). I engaged scholarship on trauma, and the impact of sensitive or difficult 

research/creative practice on the researcher/creative practitioner (Coles et al. 2014; 

Dickson-Swift et al. 2007; Kumar and Cavallaro 2017; Rager 2005; Woodby et al. 2011). 

In doing so I utilised the notion of ‘vicarious traumatisation,’ which is defined as ‘the 

response of those persons who have witnessed, been subject to explicit knowledge of or 

had the responsibility to intervene in a seriously distressing or tragic event’ (Lerias and 

Byrne 2003, 130). While the scholarship on documentary ethics has not given extended 

consideration to the question of vicarious trauma and the filmmaker, the connection has 

begun to be recognised in the qualitative research literature (Eriksen 2017).  

 

A further term that has been engaged in the psychological literature which is relevant to 

this thesis is ‘vicarious resilience’, which refers to the practice whereby ‘trauma therapists 

learn about overcoming adversity from witnessing and participating in trauma survivors’ 

own recovery processes’ (Hernandez-Wolfe et al. 2015, 157). I do not claim to be a 

therapist or counsellor, however as a filmmaker I have experienced vicarious trauma 

through the filmmaking process and ‘bearing witness’, and I have also experienced 

growth or ‘vicarious resilience’ from listening to my film participants speak about how 
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they overcame adversity and gained vicarious growth and resilience which is further 

detailed in Chapter Five. 

 

Alongside the literature on vicarious trauma I also turned to scholarship on ‘emotion 

work’ and ‘emotional labour’ as first enunciated by Arlie Hochschild in her now classic 

study The Managed Heart (1983). I sought a means to understand and describe the work 

I had undertaken as a filmmaker which was essential to the success of the production, but 

otherwise remained invisible. Originally Hochschild (1983) differentiated between 

emotional labour and emotion work, with the former used to refer to emotional 

management during work done for a wage, and the latter used to refer to the work 

involved with dealing with other people’s emotions. However, as Dickson-Swift et al. 

(2009) rightly observe, since this time the terms have tended to be used interchangeably 

including in the literature on qualitative research. Illustrative is work by Fitzpatrick and 

Olson (2015, 50) who deploy the terms in relation to qualitative work as ‘any effort to 

manage emotion and emotional displays.’ They write of experiencing feelings of ‘joy, 

hope, sadness, and anger,’ but reveal their ‘display work’ to conceal these responses and 

present as ‘competent, detached researchers’ (Fitzpatrick and Olson 2015, 51-52). In this 

exegesis I follow Dickson-Swift et al. (2009) along with others (e.g. McGarrol 2017) in 

engaging the terms emotional labour and emotion work interchangeably.  

 

Through reflecting on my experiences and reading further literature, I realised that there 

had been little writing on the subject of the emotional costs of filmmaking and that my 

challenging experience in making The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) potentially 

enabled me to make a key contribution to the literature on the subject. Thus, in April 

2018, I submitted an application to change my thesis title to, Impact and Documentary 

Filmmaking: Ethical Reflections On A Practice Based Study, with the intention of 
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expanding my scholarly focus on impact beyond participants and the community to the 

filmmaker. My research question was consequently amended to: 

What demonstrated impact did The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) documentary 

series have on the broader community, the participants, and on me as a filmmaker? 

 

Whiteman’s (2004) Coalition Model of Political Impact 
 
In exploring the impact of the films I apply the framework of Whiteman’s (2004, 54) 

coalition model of political impact, which firstly, ‘incorporates the entire filmmaking 

process, including both production and distribution’ rather than just the final product, and 

secondly,  focuses on the ‘potential effects on the producers and other participants 

involved in production, on activist groups that might be associated with the film’.  

Utilising Whiteman’s (2004) coalition model, it is appropriate in this exegesis to use the 

term ‘impact’ to describe the methodology of filmmaking whereby strategic outreach 

goals are attached to the film’s distribution and the outcomes are measured as ‘impact’ 

(see Figure 1.1: Impact Documentary). It is also appropriate to use the term ‘impact’ to 

describe the immediate and long-term ‘effects’ of the entire filmmaking process on the 

community, participants and the filmmaker.  

 

My films are measured against the simple understanding of impact as ‘how the world is 

different as a result of our work’ (Learning for Action 2013, 1). As with other aspects of 

the exegesis, I link my examination of the impact of the film series to the broader field of 

documentary ethics, taking up Miller’s (2009) argument that an examination of ethics and 

documentary filmmaking needs to attend to impact on the community, on the participants 

and on the filmmaker.  
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Figure 1.1: Impact Documentary (based on Whiteman’s Coalition model of political impact)  

 

In addressing the issue of the impact of the films on participants I sought to contribute to 

the still nascent area of scholarship on documentary film ethics by engaging with the 

participants in my films as active agents in the process of filmmaking, and adopting a 

reflexive approach to my filmmaking practice (Aufderheide 2012; Donovan 2006b; Nash 

2012; Sanders 2010; Thomas 2012, 2017). In the initial conceptualisation of this approach 

my aim had been to use a participatory mode, such as digital story-telling. This would 

have allowed participants to make the films themselves without my voice influencing the 

films. However, I was dissuaded against this mode of filmmaking once I began working 

with the veterans and their caregivers. They were busy and time-poor, lacked confidence 

with technology and sought encouragement and affirmation to tell their story. I realised 

that I needed to work alongside them in the filmmaking process, but at the same time I 

remained committed to a collaborative and participative approach. As part of this 

commitment, I used the model of continuous consent for the making and dissemination 

of the series which, while suitable for longitudinal outreach project, can also raise 

problems for the filmmaker (Allmark et al. 2009, 49; Newton 2016, 98).  
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Table 1.1: Overview of The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) series 

 

 Title- The Ripple 
Effect of PTSD 
(Melzer 2016a) 

Description  Website 

1 Featuring Bek 
Houghton and 
Afghanistan veteran 
Michael Harding 

Bek Houghton and her partner veteran 
Michael Harding talk about the 
benefits they received from alternative 
therapies such as cannabis, yoga and 
float therapy. 

https://vimeo.com/148692956  
 

2 Featuring Iraq Veteran 
Kirsty Greenshields 
and Iraq veteran James 
Greenshields 

Veteran James Greenshields denied 
his PTSD symptoms and his family 
became the collateral damage, until his 
wife Kirsty acted and took him to an 
emotional intelligence workshop 
which changed their lives. 

https://vimeo.com/152883802 
 

3 Featuring Liz Jackman 
East-Timor & 
Afghanistan veteran 
Scott Jackman 
 

Liz Jackman is married to veteran 
Scott Jackman. Together with friends, 
veteran Dylan Jeffries and Marilyn 
Kench they founded ‘Whiskey’s 
Wish’ a service dog organisation for 
veterans and first responders suffering 
with PTSD or other mental health 
issues.  

https://vimeo.com/156838817 
 

4 Featuring Marissa 
Josephs and East-Timor 
veteran Andrea Josephs 

Marissa Josephs is the eldest daughter 
of veteran Andrea Josephs. In this film 
Marissa opens up about what it was 
like when her mother was admitted to 
hospital after a suicide attempt, and 
the challenges she and her three sisters 
faced during this period. Andrea talks 
about her attempt at suicide and her 
struggles with suicide ideation.  

https://vimeo.com/154727552 
 

5 Featuring Karen 
McLaren wife of 
Vietnam veteran 
Richard McLaren 

Karen McLaren is married to veteran 
Richard and together they have spent 
the past twenty years learning about 
PTSD. Karen found writing poetry a 
form of therapy. In the film she shares 
her poem ‘A Veteran’s Wife’.  

https://vimeo.com/151972092 
 

6 Featuring Naomi 
Enchong wife of 
Rwandan veteran John 
Enchong 

Naomi Enchong is married to veteran 
John Enchong, They are currently 
working as welfare officers helping 
many people in the veteran 
community.  

https://vimeo.com/151986255 
 

7 Featuring Donna 
Reggett wife of 
Somalian veteran 
Andrew Reggett 

Donna Reggett is married to veteran 
Andrew Reggett. Donna founded 
Operation PTSD Support which 
supports those who care. 

https://vimeo.com/151607722 
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Overview of the Films 

The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) consists of seven short documentary films. 

The total duration of the films is 78 minutes. While the specific storylines and foci of the 

films are outlined in Table 1.1, there are some commonalities across them. Four issues 

are relevant. Firstly, the films are notable for their personal and subjective tone. I 

deliberately used very intimate stories to tell the larger story of PTSD and the impact of 

PTSD on caregivers. I was able to create intimate stories from building relationships with 

the participants. During the filmed interviews I was attentive, did not watch the clock and 

focused on creating a non-judgemental space, which mirrors the methodology used by 

observational filmmakers The Maysles brothers to gain trust from their participants 

(Yamada 2010, 15). The stories told are intense and personal. Audiences at screenings 

have said this makes the films difficult to watch but incredibly engaging. 

 

A second defining feature of the films is that aesthetics was not a high priority as the films 

were not produced for a broadcast or theatrical release. Further, research shows a highly 

polished aesthetic is not of importance to an online audience and, in fact, a highly stylised 

documentary form may be less appealing with audiences questioning their truth claims 

on the grounds of their appearance because ‘they do not look like documentaries are 

supposed to look’ (Eriksson 2012, 294). Working within the limitations of a micro budget 

some of the films were shot on my own with a Nikon DLSR camera and an iPhone 

camera. Other films were produced with a small film crew using a Black Magic camera 

or Canon 5D. Again, this was a deliberate choice, to include footage ‘shot on a mobile 

device such as a phone’ (O’Meara 2014, n.p.). I made this choice in order to convey an 

aesthetic of authenticity to an online audience. I wanted to portray the rawness of the 

experiences and the emotions felt by participants and decided that this meant not engaging 

in a stylised and high production value approach. Creating intimate settings was the key 
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to success for filmmakers, the Maysles’ brothers, who always worked ‘as a small crew’ 

(Yamada 2010, 6), likewise my methodology was to work solo or employ a small crew 

to create an intimate setting. 

 

A third dimension of the films that links them is that they demonstrate the extraordinary 

toll of PTSD, not only on veterans, but also on the partners and children. They show that 

PTSD is not an individual problem, but one that ‘ripples’ across the community. 

 

A final feature of the films is that they highlight the agency and resilience of participants. 

It is notable that many of those involved in the films have embraced alternative therapies 

to address PTSD. These include dog therapy, writing poetry, and cannabis. Also relevant 

is that this is a group that has been at the forefront of advocating for greater institutional 

and community support for veterans suffering from PTSD and their families. At the same 

time they have initiated a range of new programs themselves to address the gap in services 

for veterans with PTSD and their caregivers. 

 

In total twelve people2 participated in the seven films. They included five veterans with 

PTSD and seven caregivers of veterans with PTSD. In the first four films caregivers 

appear alongside their veteran partners – Bek Houghton and her partner veteran Michael 

Harding, veteran Kirsty Greenshields and her veterans husband James Greenshields, Liz 

Jackman and her husband, veteran Scott Jackman, Marissa Josephs and her mother, 

veteran Andrea Josephs. The final three films feature only caregivers. The first of these 

features Donna Reggett, whose husband veteran Andrew Reggett chose not to participate. 

The second and third focus on Karen McLaren and Naomi Enchong, whose husbands 

 
2 Excluding family and friends who featured in minor supporting roles in the films. 
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veteran Richard McLaren and veteran John Enchong respectively featured in my Honours 

creative project.  

 

The films premiered at Griffith Film School Cinema on 1st July 2016 to an audience who 

consisted of participants’ family and friends, representatives from the Army, Military 

Police, Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), RSL Qld, the Gallipoli Medical Research 

Foundation (GMRF), Veterans and Veterans’ Families Counselling Service (VVCS), and 

members of Ex-Service Organisations (ESOs). 

 

The documentary series has been disseminated through the Defence Organisation 

chaplaincy workshops, RSL Qld branch, The Australian War memorial, international film 

festivals, websites, social media and community screenings. 

 

Methodological Approach: Producing the Documentary Series 

Accessing Participants for the Films 

Networking  and the snowball method were key to gaining access to participants and a 

film crew for The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a). Interested potential participants 

received an Information Sheet that outlined why my research was important; who would 

be involved; what they had to do; the potential risks involved in participating; list of 

resources; what happened to the research data; and a bio of the research team. 

 

I had become friends with participants from my Honours research into PTSD. They 

included veterans, partners of veterans and other military personnel. It was through these 

friendships that I sought participants for my doctoral project. For example, veteran 

Richard McLaren who featured in my honours project Coming Home (Melzer 2014), told 



 34 

his therapists at GMRF about my research. As a result, personnel at GMRF contacted me 

and offered to connect me with potential candidates for my doctoral documentary films. 

 

Creating Rapport with Film Participants 

Whilst filmmakers take advantage of technology and equipment in their filmmaking 

process this is not what defines a quality documentary – the key to success is ‘the 

establishment of a rapport and a trusting relationship’ (Yamada 2010, 1).  I thus first met 

with participants at a café utilising what has been described as a ‘pre-interview getting to 

know you’ technique before filming (Rosenthal and Eckhardt 2015, 182). Following 

agreement to be involved, I initiated regular communication via email, Facebook or 

phone. From the outset, I employed a continuous consent process that required ‘informed 

and ongoing’ communication and allowed participants the choice to participate or 

withdraw at any time without penalty (Newton 2016, 98). 

 

I spent time with participants learning about their histories, biographies and everyday 

lives. As Canet (2016, 156) argues, having a participant reveal themselves emotionally 

requires ‘the director and the subject to establish a friendship, a relationship of complicity 

between them over time’. Filmmaker Albert Maysles argued the filmmaker must be ‘a 

“sympathetic listener” to gain the trust’ of the film participants (Yamada 2010, 15), 

likewise I placed importance on ‘listening’ to my participants.  

 

Importantly, the film participants all constituted a vulnerable population narrating 

experiences around a sensitive subject. In such instances the emotion work required by a 

researcher to enter the field and to build and to maintain rapport is likely to be amplified 

(Johnson and Clarke 2003; Woodby et al. 2011). As explained in Chapter Four,  

participants came to the film project literate about negative media portrayals of veterans 
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and PTSD. This made them initially reluctant to be involved in my project, as did their 

concern for the vulnerability of their veteran family members. What shifted their view 

was the close personal relationship we developed prior to them telling their story on film. 

It was thus the emotional labour I expended – the care, concern and time I devoted to 

participants – which shaped their decision to collaborate with me on the film project. This 

was confirmed by participants in follow-up interviews as they explained it was the  

close relationship we developed which created the space for them to tell their emotionally 

infused stories. They talked about my approach as marked by factors such as care and 

compassion and time and reciprocity. One commented ‘You are not an interviewer. You 

build relationships,’ while another stated that she had undertaken media interviews 

before, but these had been ‘clinical’ and not with people she considered ‘a friend’.   

 

The problem was, for me, however, that listening to the narratives was emotionally 

gruelling. As Filmmaker Greene has reflected, ‘I think the camera sometimes makes 

things intimate in a way that is sometimes unsettling’ (Khrustaleva 2014, 31-32). This 

sums up how filmmakers can be vulnerable to vicarious trauma – they can listen to deeply 

distressing stories as the ‘camera becomes like a therapy session for some people’  

(Khrustaleva 2014, 31-32).  

 

The Filming Process 

It is challenging being a sole operator who has to grapple with working the technical side 

of the camera and, at the same time, make the film participant feel comfortable prior to 

and during the interview. On occasions when I was nervous the task would seem more 

difficult. One occasion was an interview I undertook with Liz Jackman’s veteran husband, 

Scott, at their family home. Scott was guarded. I mean literally guarded by his blue heeler 

service dog, Roxy, who stood in front of him. I was nervous to extend my hand to greet 
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him. Scott was generous and open with his answers during my interview, but he wanted 

to leave as soon as it was done, and so I did not request to film ‘observational’ that day. 

Instead I drove away, and filmed B roll of the surrounding area, thinking I needed to 

obtain some more interesting footage to accompany their story. In a similar respect, 

filmmakers, the Maysles brothers ‘never rushed their location work so the subject could 

get used to the presence of the camera and be less influenced by it’ (Yamada 2010, 7). I 

allowed my film participants to determine the time they needed to tell me their stories. 

 

While I typically worked on my own, I had assistance from Griffith Film School (GFS) 

teacher and colleague, Arun Ketsirat, who gave me an opportunity to work with her 

GFS Screen Production students on the production of the film featuring Bek Houghton 

and veteran Michael Harding. The GFS students, Elliott Lewis-Hall, Campbell Brennan 

and Tim Corboy used the GFS Blackmagic Cinema camera and a Sennheiser microphone 

kit. After several months of working with the three GFS students, I observed that the 

participants who were interviewed with crew were very aware of the ‘staging.’ It took 

longer for the participants to look and sound relaxed. In echoes of this experience, the 

intimacy of the interviews was impacted when crew were present on set reinforcing the 

Maysles brothers’ argument (Yamada 2010, 6). Aesthetically the footage from the higher 

production value Blackmagic Cinema camera is more cinematic than what I obtained 

from using my Nikon DLSR 3200 camera. It is also notable that the films shot on the 

Blackmagic Cinema camera were officially selected in film festivals. For example, the 

winner of the U.S Grand Jury Prize for Best Documentary Rich Hill (2014) produced and 

directed by Tracy Droz Tragos and Andrew Droz Palermo was filmed on the RED Scarlet 

4k resolution that created ‘beautiful, cinematic images that draw us deeply into the 

stories’ (Rich Hill Film n.d). What I wanted to explore when producing The Ripple Effect 

of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) on affordable equipment was if it was possible to draw audiences 
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deeply into the stories and make an impact, and the comments from film festival directors 

answer my question in the affirmative.  

 

Filmmaker Joe Callander’s methodology includes doing a paper edit, which allows him 

to see what is missing from the story and go back and film it (Khrustaleva 2014, 24-25) 

likewise I also use paper edits (see Appendix A) and will go back and film gaps that are 

missing in the story. Another method I use during filmed interviews is to think of B roll 

footage or visual sequences as I am listening to the interviewee’s story – in a sense a 

mental conceptual edit. Many times after the filmed interview I would direct the 

participants to perform an action to match something they mentioned in their story. An 

example of this occurred during veteran Kirsty Greenshield’s interview. We spoke at her 

picturesque country home, which she referred to in the interview as her ‘sanctuary’. 

Knowing the audience would want to see more of her ‘sanctuary’ when the formal 

interview was complete I asked her to walk in her herb garden and pick some fresh herbs 

while we filmed her ‘observational’ style. This method of directing participants was used 

by filmmaker Robert J Flaherty who, like many modern-day filmmakers, ‘did all the work 

himself, the camera work, the directing, and the cutting’ (Lampe 2005, 3).  

 

Editing the Films 

Editing raises ethical issues such as representation, however I argue that the filmmaking 

process does not have to be exploitative if the filmmaker is transparent and collaborative. 

Flaherty engaged non-actors and filmed the participants on location in an arranged way 

performing ordinary daily activities (Lampe 2005, 5). A young film critic, John Grierson, 

whose pen name was ‘The Moviegoer’, published a review of Flaherty’s film Moana 

(1926)  in The New York Sun (1926) describing it as a document of creative treatment of 

actualities. Subsequently, this description, ‘creative treatment of actuality,’ has become  
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widely used for the definition of documentary form (Fitzsimmons et al. 2011). As a 

filmmaker I utilised a collaborative process, ensuring continual consent, showing 

participants rough cuts, and allowing them to withdraw without penalty.  I do not believe 

I exploit my participants or misrepresent them by involving them in documentary films. 

However not all filmmakers agree, Khrustaleva quoted Robert Greene who argues:  

 

Documentary is exploitative. Period. Because there is an exchange created where 

I film you, and I’m using that, editing it together to create something that I want 

to do, which is a movie, and that’s an exploitative process (Khrustaleva 2014, 24). 

 

A sole operator filmmaker requires strong editing skills to craft a compelling story.  My 

methodology for crafting compelling stories is to draw storyboards (Appendix B), and/or 

do paper edits of my films into a three-act structure3 using the interview transcripts – (see 

Appendix A). The paper edit three act structure guides the narrative and the storyboard 

guides the visual storyline, combined they show the issues, challenges and the resolution. 

Following this process, the footage is digitally edited in Adobe Premiere Pro. Once films 

are at a final cut stage they are sent to the composer to score, before being locked 

(completed) with the participants’ approval. As Chapter Three explains, the intimate 

approach to storytelling I adopted has been acknowledged by audiences at screenings and 

by festival film directors as central to their engagement.  

 

The film featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding was difficult for a few 

reasons. Firstly, because of the history, (as previously outlined), I felt initially cautious 

talking to Michael, overly concerned I could upset him and cause him to withdraw. 

Secondly, when I showed Bek the rough cut of the film, (Michael was not available), she 

 
3 Except Name of film which was edited as a two-act structure.  
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said she did not like seeing herself on screen and was very concerned with how people 

would view her. I had to reassure her that she was very convincing, but I left that meeting 

fearful she was going to withdraw. The fear of withdrawal caused considerable anxiety. 

I did not contact Bek for a week after the meeting, so she could continue to view the rough 

cut and become accustomed to seeing herself on screen. Later I received a phone call 

from Bek saying that she had watched the film with Michael, and they both had what she 

described as ‘a moment’ after it, feeling pride in their involvement. She kept thanking me 

for making the film. I was relieved and genuinely delighted with this outcome. Minor 

changes were made on title cards before completion. 

 

I shot Karen McLaren’s interview at the same time as I filmed her veteran husband for 

my documentary short film Coming Home (Melzer 2014). I knew Karen wrote poetry 

about her PTSD journey with Richard, so I requested a meeting at Currumbin RSL and 

filmed Karen reading the poem. Karen read the poem inside a room at Currumbin RSL 

where there was less crowd noise, but unfortunately the lighting was not good. I also 

filmed Karen reading the poem sitting on the outside balcony at the Currumbin RSL. 

However, the sound was poor due to loud background noise. In the end, I edited the 

footage from the outside and synced it with the sound recorded inside. I decided to use 

archival photos from the Australian War Memorial to help visually tell the story in 

Karen’s poem. I experimented with the form and created a two-act structure as opposed 

to the traditional three-act structure.  

 

The first half of the film reflects the struggles Karen faced as a wife of a Vietnam veteran 

with PTSD. The second half of the film discusses how Karen coped. This film was scored 

by composer Shannon Reimer, who is the son of a Vietnam veteran. Shannon said it was 

quite emotional composing the music and he had not expected this to be the case. 
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I screened the film to Richard (Karen was unavailable) over coffee and we both had 

watery eyes. Later that day, when Richard showed the film to Karen, he sent me a 

message:  

 

A huge thank you Kym from both of us, and at the moment Karen is crying, but I 

understand what she said when she indicated she really likes it and doesn’t want 

anything changed. She is very happy about it and particularly the job you have 

done. Thank you. 

 

Film participants have greatly enriched my films by actively engaging in the creative 

process and adding their input into the story. At times it has been a source of frustration 

and I have thought how much easier and faster it would have been to exclude participants 

from the creative production process. After several changes to rough cuts, I offered 

participants a final opportunity to make changes to the final cut. I then advised them there 

will be no more changes once the film was sent to the composer to compose an original 

score. While I remained committed to the notion of ongoing consent, I became 

increasingly aware of the extensive emotional work this required of me as a filmmaker. 

 

Methodological Approach: Written Exegesis 
 
Overview of the Methodology 

Data for this study were elicited via a reflexive journal, interviews, and social media. Like 

other filmmakers seeking to critique their practice I commenced a research/filmmaking 

journal at the start of this project and continued to contribute to it throughout the study. 

My aim was to engage in reflexivity, defined by McGraw et al. (2000, 68) as ‘a process 

whereby researchers place themselves and their practice under scrutiny, acknowledging 
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the ethical dilemmas that permeate the research process and impinge on the creation of 

knowledge.’ It requires us to situate ourselves ‘socially and emotionally’ in our research 

(Mauthner and Doucet 2003, 419) in order to ‘explore and expose the politics of 

representation’ (Pillow 2003, 176). 

 

Reflexive Journal 

I therefore maintained a reflexive journal chronicling my experience of the creative 

project. To assist this process I utilised reflexive prompts outlined by Ahern (1999, 408-

409) which include identifying values and beliefs in relation to a topic, describing 

possible areas of conflict, noting anything new or surprising in data collection and being 

attuned to emotional shifts. Included in my journal is a wide array of topics such as 

ruminations on decisions, contestations and challenges with participant relationships and 

emotional reactions to people and events. The latter issue had been particularly important 

as I had listened to the deeply affecting narratives from those suffering from PTSD and 

those caring for them, and been aware of experiencing pain by proxy, that is, the effects 

of secondary trauma from the interaction (Clifford 2010).  

 

Interviews 

As part of the increasing use of empirical research in documentary filmmaking studies 

(Nash 2012; Thomas 2017), I also undertook six interviews with film participants a year 

after the conclusion of filming. Interviews were conducted with Karen McLaren, Bek 

Houghton, Liz Jackman, Donna Reggett, Marissa Josephs and Naomi Enchong. Veterans 

were not interviewed as the key focus of the project was on caregivers. 

 

Interviews were the most appropriate method for this project as they elicit depth, nuance 

and insight into subjective experiences (Brinkman and Kale 2015). Interviews are also a 
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flexible method in that questions can be contextualised, and participants can expand on 

issues or raise unanticipated themes (Minichiello et al. 2008). Finally, interviews were a 

valuable method due to the diverse and complex understandings of the phenomenon of 

PTSD (Mason 2002).  

 

Interviews were approximately one-hour duration. They commenced by asking 

participants to give their general impression of the series. Interviewees were then invited 

to discuss any positive or negative aspects of their involvement. Attention was given to 

the embodied and affective dimensions of participation, as well as to potential shifts or 

changes in their experience of involvement over the course of the process. What 

expectations they had about being in a film and how these expectations were countered 

or supported were discussed. Interviewees were invited to comment on reactions to their 

involvement in the film, and their own participation in promoting the film through social 

media or other avenues. 

 

As well as formal interviews, ‘vox pop’4 interviews had been scheduled after the private 

screening of the film series on 1st July 2016 to allow participants to respond immediately 

and spontaneously to viewing their story on screen. However, due to a large audience, the 

‘vox pop’ interviews were cancelled, and in place of these, participants were invited to 

create phone camera videos addressing their experiences of being involved in the films. 

Four caregivers out of seven created a phone camera video, and one caregiver provided 

her responses in writing. The participant phone camera videos can be viewed on my 

website5. These videos informed my understanding of the participants’ experience in the 

documentary filmmaking process. 

 
4 Vox pop is an interview term used for the ‘voice of the people’ 
https://www.mediacollege.com/video/interviews/voxpops.html 
5 To view participants phone camera videos -
http://www.melzerkym.com/veterans_behind_the_scenes.html 
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Data on Social Impact of the Films 

The final data set for the project was the quantitative and qualitative data relating to the 

social impact of the films. These data, reported in Chapter Three, include feedback on the 

films from social media posters and film festival directors. This is supplemented with 

quantitative measures of impact, such as number of media reports about the films, number 

of screenings of the films, and number of Vimeo and Facebook6 viewing of the films (see 

Appendixes C, D and E).  

 

Data Analysis 

Interviews and participant phone camera videos were transcribed in full for analysis. The 

reflexive field journal was also included in the data set for analysis. Data analysis began 

with immersion in the texts whereby I engaged in repeated reading of the transcripts and 

journal (Schmidt 2004, 254). I developed preliminary codes from this stage (see 

Appendix F), which I then reworked adjusting and regrouping them into themes in the 

repeated ways necessary for robust qualitative data analysis (Bazeley 2013). The 

approach was reiterative and recursive with coding and cross-coding being undertaking 

through attention to patterns, convergences, differences and marginal themes (Alvesson 

and Karreman 2011). 

 

Significance of the Research 
 
As recently as a decade ago Hampe (2007, 144) described the ‘field of documentary 

ethics’ as an ‘emerging one,’ and as ‘probably long overdue’. A few years later, however, 

Nash (2011b, 2) noted that there was a ‘growing interest in professional ethics’ in 

documentary filmmaking. Indeed, Sanders wrote of the ‘empirical turn’ by academic 

 
6 Facebook is an online networking social media company. 
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researchers investigating documentary ethics in ‘the practice of making documentary 

films’ (Sanders 2012c, 315). This project is significant in contributing to this growing but 

still nascent body of scholarly knowledge by drawing on a reflective journal maintained 

over the course of the film production and dissemination of the films and a series of 

interviews with participants. Given that the study of documentary ethics has not 

traditionally been well buttressed by empirical data (Sanders 2010), this is a significant 

contribution. 

 

Another significant feature of this exegesis is my focus on the community impact of the 

films. While a concern with social change has a long history in documentary film dating 

back to John Grierson and ‘the classic 1930s and wartime documentaries of British 

cinema’ (Corner 2009, 114), Chanan (2007, 22) and Nisbet and Aufderheide (2009, 453) 

contend that questions about ‘societal impact’ should be a central imperative of a research 

agenda around documentary filmmaking. Arguably the veracity of this claim has been 

amplified in recent years as a result of the fact that new opportunities for documentary 

production, consumption and distribution are now available via the internet. Thus, this 

exegesis is noteworthy in that it also charts my experiences with using social media to 

strengthen and sustain the social impact of my films. 

 

A further significant feature of this exegesis is its focus on caregivers of veterans with 

PTSD. Skoller (2015, 407) writes that the ‘returning veteran’ negatively transformed by 

the horrors of war has become an increasingly common figure in recent documentary 

films. However, what have been afforded little attention are the partners, family and 

friends of veterans suffering from trauma whose own lives are inexorably changed as a 

result of war. As Waddell et al. (2016, 160) explain in introducing their Australian 

research on the topic, there has been little attention given to the subject of ‘the experience 
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of caring’ for someone with PTSD. Thus, my creative project is significant in affording 

this group visibility and voice. While cinematically impairment is often presented as a 

‘private tragedy’ (Kuppers 2008, 183), my documentary films instead positions PTSD, 

and those affected by it, as a public matter requiring social and political intervention. This 

is crucially important as PTSD is a highly stigmatised illness (Bale 2014). Film has the 

power to motivate mental health sufferers to seek help and authentic portrayals of mental 

illness can reduce stigma (Perciful 2013). This project is therefore important as 

documenting participants’ lived experience has the potential to contribute to raising 

PTSD awareness, to improve the health of veterans with PTSD, and to help veterans 

suffering from PTSD and their loved ones to seek assistance. 

 

Perhaps the most noteworthy aspect of this project is that it introduces a new dimension 

into the study of ethics and documentary filmmaking – that is, the health and wellbeing 

of the filmmaker. As Sanders (2013, 224) suggests, the discussion of ethics in the 

documentary discourse has traditionally focused on the treatment and position of the 

documentary participant. Similarly, Bill Nichols writes ‘A code of documentary ethics 

needs to focus on the well-being on two groups: (1) film subjects and ‘(2) actual viewers 

or audience members (Nichols 2016, 157) however he does not consider to include the 

well-being of filmmakers and crew. When asked about ethics he stated: (2016, 158) ‘Do 

nothing that would violate the humanity of your subject and nothing that would 

compromise the trust of your audience’ (Nichols 2016, 158). Again, absent in his 

commentary is the filmmaker’s health and wellbeing.   

 

In light of this neglect, in this thesis I draw upon my own emotional vulnerabilities as a 

filmmaker working in precarious conditions to contend that, as well as the maxim of ‘the 

prevention of harm to their subjects’, ethical guidelines for documentary filmmaking also 
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need to ensure they do no harm, or at least, seek to manage the harm done to filmmakers 

(Maccarone 2010, 203).  

 

The Contemporary Context for Documentary Filmmaking: The Issue of Funding 

While the work of a documentary filmmaker has always had the potential to be 

emotionally challenging, it is arguably particularly so today given the difficulties of 

funding. As Australian Filmmaker Catherine Scott has stated: 

 

It’s never been more difficult to make documentaries. There were always a lot of 

slots on television. Traditionally we’d go and get what we call a pre-sale from one 

of our national broadcasters and that would kickstart a whole funding system 

where we could go out and make our films. Right now it’s very difficult to get a 

pre-sale for a single documentary (Maddox, 2019, n.p.).  

 

Experienced filmmaker Thomas (2019) adds to this discussion asserting that there is an 

‘ever shrinking pool of funding’ while Rosenthal and Eckhardt (2015, 373) explain: 

 

Funding is intensely competitive, and dozens of applicants are turned down for 

every grant awarded. For example, Barbara Kopple was turned down again and 

again while trying to fund Harlan County USA, which eventually went on to win 

an Oscar. 

 

In this light, filmmakers are often struggling financially in making films. For example, 

filmmaker Catherine Scott ‘had to do other jobs to pay her rent’ as a freelance producer 

and camera operator for ABC and teaching at film school. Likewise, Steve 

Thomas states, “I have moved into tertiary education and collaborate with the academy 
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(as well as philanthropy) to resource my filmmaking as best I can” (Thomas, 2019). 

Filmmakers are seeking alternative ways to be sustainable in the precarious documentary 

filmmaking industry (Maddox 2019; Thomas 2019). As Christopherson (2008, 80) 

asserts, ‘Producers must engage in complex co-financing deals, looking for finance 

capital wherever they can find’. At the same time filmmakers are being forced to do more 

with less resources. According to  Rosenthal and Eckhardt (2015, 366) ‘a few years ago 

a filmmaker could get a deal for $50,000 of financing, allowing the station four runs in 

five years for that amount, the current deal is more likely to be $20,000 for two runs in 

two years’. 

Crowdfunding is one way to secure funding but there is a lot of additional workload 

placed on the filmmaker that never used to be there. Davidson and Poor (2015, 301) take 

up this argument positing that: 

 

crowdfunding places artists in direct and intensive interaction with audiences, 

more so than usual, and requires them to cater directly through the crowdfunding 

page, social networks, email, and face to face interaction to the expectations of an 

audience of potential backers. Thus these platforms might demand significant 

emotional labour from artists.  

 

I engaged with a crowd funding platform to raise funds and used my scholarship stipend, 

and whatever money I could earn from being a sessional teacher, to support my films and 

research.  

 

Working with a micro budget I took on all roles in the filmmaking process. This is not 

unusual as the following demonstrates: 
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As is common in most low-budget documentaries, I wear many hats – producer, 

director, researcher, cameraperson, and editor. I shoot most of the footage myself 

because I want the viewer to share my first-person experience of uncovering and 

investigating the topic (Canner 2008, 492). 

 

Robin Bell (2015, 59) concurs stating that filmmakers in micro budget films often take 

on multiple roles such as writer, director and producer and do not have anyone to share 

their burdens. What this means in the contemporary environment is outlined by Sorensen 

(2012, 734-735) who states: 

It is in this economic climate that the “no-to low-budget” documentaries are 

moving online, and documentary film producers are seeking to finance or secure 

additional funding for their films on the internet. 

 

I not only took on multiple roles in the production process, I also had multiple roles in 

the online marketing and distribution phase. I did not have the resources to have an impact 

producer or impact project team. Thus, for example, I was responsible for organising 

screenings and Q and A sessions with participants on multiple occasions. There is 

minimal research on the financial costs of organising event screenings with Q and A 

(Gaunson 2017, 80-81), and no data on the emotional costs involved. 

 

At times I did not feel well equipped to be undertaking the multiple roles required of me. 

It is interesting to note that as Nichols (2016, 155) observes film schools do not typically 

have ‘courses on ethics’ yet ‘few  documentary filmmakers can practice their craft for 

long without experiencing ethical quandaries in need of solution’. 
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Why should the filmmakers wellbeing be considered? Filmmaker Greene said, “I think 

the camera sometimes makes things intimate in a way that is sometimes unsettling” 

(Khrustaleva 2014, 31-32). This sums up how filmmakers can be vulnerable to vicarious 

trauma – they can listen to deeply distressing stories as the ‘camera becomes like a therapy 

session for some people’  (Khrustaleva 2014, 31-32).  

 

If a film is disseminated successfully online, as was The Ripple Effect of PTSD series 

(Melzer 2016a), the filmmaker will also deal with the ongoing consequences of that 

success thus adding to the emotional labour required. This is all a recent burden as past 

documentary filmmakers would finish their film and the broadcasters and distributors 

would take the roles of dissemination and marketing while the filmmaker would move on 

to the next project.  

 

Overview of the Exegesis 

This exegesis is divided into six chapters. Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 

Two presents an overview of the literature on ethics and documentary film, highlighting 

work on impact documentaries and the increasing scholarship on participant experiences 

of filmmaking. It also draws attention to the limited research on the emotional 

implications of filmmaking for documentary producers and introduces the term ‘vicarious 

trauma’ along with Hochschild’s (1983) notions of ‘emotional labour’ and ‘emotion 

work.’ The next three chapters present the findings from the research. Chapter Three 

summarises the impact of the films on community. I explain the work of building a 

community for my films, engaging with impact partners and producing a series of 

educational videos about PTSD. Also catalogued in this chapter is the success of the 

documentary series in terms of social impact as evidenced by social media engagement 

and film festival selection. Chapter Four addresses the impact of the creative project on 
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participants. In this chapter I explore participants’ motivations and expectations of 

involvement in the films as well as the implications of their involvement. From the 

discussion of impact on participants, in Chapter Five I move to discuss the impact of the 

creative project on me as a filmmaker. I detail my experience of vicarious trauma which 

was related to the subject matter of the films, the vulnerability of participants and my 

novice status as a filmmaker. Further to this I explain how the different aspects of the 

filmmaking process, such as accessing and interviewing participants, and negotiating 

with the military, including impact partners, all required significant emotion work. The 

final chapter of the exegesis provides a summary of findings in relation to the research 

question, as well as suggests areas for furthering research on documentary film and ethics. 

It gives particular emphasis to the emotions of film production. I argue that there is a 

crucial need for extending scholarship on documentary film and ethics to include a focus 

on the emotional health and wellbeing of filmmakers. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided background to my creative project and explained that the focus 

of this exegesis is the impact of the films on the broader community, the impact on 

participants, and also on me as a filmmaker. It introduced the subjects of my inquiry, the 

caregivers of veterans with PTSD, whose experiences have often been obscured in film 

depictions of war and its aftermath. Most importantly, it highlights the lack of research 

on filmmakers and their wellbeing and the need to include this in the discussion of ethics 

in documentary filmmaking.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of the literature on documentary film and ethics. As Nash 

(2011a), Donovan (2012) and Aufderheide (2012) have argued, the literature on ethics 

and documentary filmmaking has largely focused on the text and involved textual 

analysis. Nolley (2005, 15), for example, uses this approach in questioning truth and 

authenticity in Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11, as does Grinberg (2016, 2) in exploring 

the ethics of Alan Berliner filming people with Alzheimer’s disease in First Cousin Once 

Removed (2013). Elsewhere, Kohen-Raz (2012) and Keys and Pini (2018) emulate the 

strategy of exploring documentary ethics via textual analysis in studies of The Flat (2011) 

and Rich Hill (2014) respectively. Kohen-Raz (2012) critiques the aesthetic style engaged 

by Arnon Goldfinger in depicting Holocaust survivors and their families, while Keys and 

Pini (2018) also ask questions of the aesthetic approach in director Tracy Droz Tragos’ 

filming of poor, rural, working class youth.  

 

While the research cited above is useful, it is nevertheless also circumscribed as the 

perspectives of audiences, participants and filmmakers are not necessarily taken into 

account. These limitations, and the need to redress them, have been key arguments in 

recent writing on documentary filmmaking and ethics (Aufderheide 2012; Sanders 2010; 

2012a). In response, scholars of documentary film and ethics have worked to move 

beyond the text and to engage empirical research to elicit more holistic, nuanced and 

complex accounts of the ethical dilemmas and difficulties of filmmaking. As this chapter 

will demonstrate, recent scholars have produced a compelling body of writing on the 

impact of documentary filmmaking on participants and on society, but there remains a 
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gap in terms of knowledge about how filmmaking may affect the wellbeing of the 

filmmaker. 

 

Documentary Film and Ethics: The Impact on Community 

 

We define impact as change that happens to individuals, groups, organisations, 

systems, and social or physical conditions. Typically long-term and affected by 

many variables, impact represents the ultimate purpose of community-focused 

media efforts – it’s how the world is different as a result of our work (Learning 

for Action 2013, 1). 

 

In the literature on documentary film, there is an increasing use of the term ‘impact 

documentary’ which refers to documentary films that have an attached outreach 

campaign. A simple description of an impact documentary is that it is a dual production 

(see Figure 1.1), that includes a team producing the documentary film and a team 

producing an outreach campaign. Importantly the teams work strategically together to 

create measurable impact outcomes across production and dissemination (Whiteman 

2004). Nash and Corner (2016, 230) explain that to achieve impact a project team ‘works 

to produce, through the processes of strategic communication, rather than something just 

happens (or not) when audiences encounter a documentary film.’ Thus, impact film 

distribution differs from traditional film distribution because it extends past marketing. 

The film is used as a tool to engage with audiences beyond the screening and to 

communicate directly to them through the film’s website (Barrett and Leddy, 2008). 

Impact documentaries can have invested outreach campaigns, with budgets equal to or 

more than the cost of film production. Many independent filmmakers do not have a 

budget that allows them the luxury of employing an impact producer or project team and 
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take on multiple roles in production and dissemination that in turn demands ‘significant 

emotional labor’ from the filmmakers (Davidson and Poor 2015, 301-302). Of course not 

all documentary films are produced to change minds, inspire action or to be agents of 

social change, however for impact documentaries this is the goal (Barrett and Leddy 

2008).  

 

Documentary filmmakers have recognised the value of films to influence audiences since 

the 1930s (Corner 2009, Whiteman, 2004). However, in recent years the internet has 

significantly opened up opportunities for increasing impact. The internet has increased 

access to audiences and provided a platform for individuals to join online communities 

and become motivated activists (Nisbet and Aufderheide, 2009). As Dovey (2014, 13) 

explains, the dynamics of social media have driven the development of interactive 

documentaries which ‘have the precise effect of producing a temporary public domain 

around a particular topic or issue.’  

 

Just as the internet has reshaped documentary production so too has the decline in 

traditional broadcast funding, as this has forced filmmakers to look for new ways to 

finance their films (Sorensen 2012, 727). Investors such as The Fledging Fund7 have 

become a vital part of the documentary landscape. Similarly, the Documentary Australia 

Foundation (DAF) (2018) has ‘supported hundreds of documentary projects and is 

Australia’s only not-for-profit that fosters social impact through documentary 

storytelling.’ 

 

A key issue in the literature on impact documentary has been the question of how to 

measure impact. Box office has been a studio standard for measuring the success of a 

 
7 http://www.thefledglingfund.org 
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film, which is different from measuring the impact. Debates about how to measure impact 

have been complicated by the fact that there has been some resistance from documentary 

filmmakers to the notion of impact. As Aufderheide (2015, 34) explains, some 

documentary filmmakers retain the views of Grierson that ‘film is art and its power is 

immeasurable.’ In general, there is increased recognition that there is no single measure 

for impact (Campolo et al. 2013). Instead, a diversity of methods is typically 

recommended including audience surveys, interviews or focus groups with audience 

members, content analysis and ethnographic approaches (Borum Chattoo and Das 2014). 

Whiteman (2004, 51-52) argues for a coalition model where film impact is measured 

across stages of filmmaking and includes ‘the full range of potential impacts on 

producers, participants, activist organisations and decision makers (in addition to the 

typical focus on citizens).’ 

 

Filmmakers are often faced with tight budgets and timelines. They are forced to confront 

trade-offs all the time, in the writing, production and post-production process. As such, 

‘understanding where they are having an impact can improve their decision-making’ 

(Karlin and Johnson 2011, 2). To assist the sector to find the right metrics for their 

projects, impact workbooks and other helpful resources including case studies are 

available from foundations such as The Fledging Fund, Media Impact Funders8, Britdoc 

(2014), HotDocs9, Active Voice10, and DAF11. The shared case studies ‘use both 

quantitative and qualitative information to create a complete picture of the impact that a 

film achieved’ (The Fledging Fund 2014, n.p.). The Fledging Fund (2014) explains how 

 
8 https://mediaimpactfunders.org 
9 http://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.hotdocs.ca/doc/HD14_Documentary_Impact_Report.PDF 
10 http://www.mediaimpactproject.org/impact-assessment-and-metrics-guide.html 
11 https://www.documentaryaustralia.com.au/films?is_case_study=1 
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impact outcome goals can move through different stages from awareness to engagement 

to stronger movement and ultimately to social change (see Appendix E). 

 

One case study of impact is Tom Zubrycki’s Molly and Mobarak (2003) which tells the 

story of Mobarak Tahiri, a young Hazara refugee from Afghanistan living on a Temporary 

Protection Visa, as he struggles to adjust to life in the Australian regional New South 

Wales town of Young. How the filmmaker achieved his objective for social change was 

to focus on a very intimate narrative that engages audiences emotionally and personally. 

In other words, he started with a compelling story exploring the interactions between the 

townspeople of Young and the Afghan community, through the relationship of Mobarak 

and Molly Rule, and her mother, Lyn, who provide friendship and support to Mobarak. 

In 2002 Zubrycki (2003) partnered with DAF which assisted with investors who raised 

funds totalling AU$317,000. The film raised awareness and engaged with audiences 

when it premiered at the Sydney Film Festival in 2003. It was then shown on television, 

at cinemas and in small group discussion screenings. Speaking to DAF (2018) Zubrycki 

has stated: 

These groups, in particular Amnesty and Rural Australians for Refugees, 

organised screenings in country halls and cinemas across Australia… At all the 

screenings the film resonated powerfully with audiences, especially in evoking 

strong sympathy for the plight of refugees (Documentary Australia Foundation 

2018, n.p.). 

 

Engagement is also a strong feature of the impact documentary The Water Front (Miller, 

2008). Directed by Elizabeth Miller, the film examines exorbitant water usage fees in 

Highland Park, Michigan in the United States of America. To distribute the film Miller 
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collaborated with the advocacy group, Witness12, an international organization that trains 

and supports people in the area of human rights. The collaboration fostered a global 

campaign around the privatisation of water and the rights of citizens to this essential 

resource. Miller (2009) has reflected on her documentary stating, ‘I hoped the film would 

be a useful advocacy tool for organisers and communities facing similar situations.’ She 

has explained that her goal was to ‘tell a good story that would emotionally move 

audiences and make evident the intersections of race, class, gender, and water politics’ 

(Miller 2009, 72). To achieve her outreach goals Miller (2009) developed strategic 

partnerships with organisations working on social justice and water access. She recalled 

that the film was made on a very low budget with more money dedicated to outreach than 

production. 

 

The Academy Award nominated film The Invisible War (Dick 2012) is another recent 

significant impact documentary. The film, which investigated the scourge of rape within 

the United States military, achieved outstanding social change success. However, the 

filmmakers, director Kirby Dick and producer Amy Ziering, faced many challenges in 

production. As outlined in the Film Independent (2013) case study, to elicit investors, 

they first conducted over one hundred lengthy phone interviews and further filmed 

interviews. They secured a sales agent who brought in funding. Additional funding was 

obtained from the organisation the Good Pitch and from private donations. Interestingly, 

the most significant challenge during The Invisible War (Dick 2012) production was the 

fragility of the participants, who would often cancel at the last minute, or decide to 

withdraw completely. Other challenges included obtaining interviews with military court 

officials, who were reluctant to talk even if they knew crimes had been committed. In 

preparation for the impact phase Dick and Ziering hired a public relations team and spent 

 
12 https://witness.org 
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US$40,000 on the Sundance festival on the basis that the publicity elicited would have 

impact in the policy arena in Washington. The strategy worked, and the film won the 

audience award for best documentary which buoyed the social action campaign (Film 

Independent 2013, n.p.).  

 

Britdoc/Impact (2016) has summarised the outstanding impact outcomes of The Invisible 

War (Dick 2012) using a range of metrics as is today recommended for evaluating impact 

documentaries. As Aufderheide (2015, 36) reports they utilised ‘metrics ranging from 

Nielson ratings (2.1M viewers) to DVD sales (17 000) to website views (475 000) to 

social media mentions over time to changes in military policy and named legislative 

proposals.’ Speaking about their success on the Protect Our Defenders13 (n.p.) website 

the filmmakers, Amy Ziering and Kirby Dick stated: 

No other U.S. documentary in history has had this kind of immediate reach into 

an institution it has critiqued. On the legislative front, the impact has been even 

more significant - the film spurred five congressional hearings, and the passage 

of 35 new pieces of legislation on military sexual assault.  

 

Determination and a strong belief in the issue are key ingredients for successfully 

producing impact documentaries. Amy Ziering reminded audiences that they were told 

repeatedly they could not make a film about rape in the military, and if it was made, it 

would not be watched. In a YouTube14 clip of her acceptance speech at the Independent 

Spirit Awards in 2013 uploaded to Film Independent (2013) Amy Ziering stated: 

Celebrate the spirit of Independence – it is this very spirit that infused our film to 

speak truth to power and dare to attempt right when wrong that has been for far 

 
13 https://www.protectourdefenders.com/invisiblewar/ 
 
14 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FiekvvOeloE 
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too long covered up, neglected, and forgotten. It is this very spirit that brave 

service members talk about things that for them were so dark, sad and shameful 

but they did so not for personal aggrandizement vanity or retribution but from the 

selfless desire that just maybe in doing so they could ensure this would never 

happen to another soldier. Because it needn’t, and it shouldn’t, and we can and 

must do better. And it is this spirit of independence that allowed our film, one we 

were told over and over again couldn’t be made and wouldn’t be watched to prove 

convention wrong as viewers like you decided to mark your ballot and say it 

mattered. So, from the bottom of my heart we thank you for this recognition as it 

most importantly says to our service members, ‘YOU ARE HEARD, YOU ARE 

NOT ALONE, AND YOU ARE NO LONGER INVISIBLE.’ 

 

Collectively, the case studies of impact documentaries provide important lessons for 

novice filmmakers seeking to utilise film to promote social change. They highlight the 

importance of self-determination and self-belief as well as the need for the strategic 

engagement of impact partners. Also underpinning the films is a personal mode of 

storytelling. The filmmakers use everyday and subjective experiences to tell broader 

stories of social inequality. 

 

Documentary Film and Ethics: The Impact on Participants 

In writing on documentary film and ethics, Willemien Sanders (2010, 532) has been at 

the forefront of arguing research has too often focused only on the ‘finished films and 

their effects,’ but should instead focus on increasing ‘our knowledge of and our insight 

in filmmakers’ practices’ (Sanders 2010, 550). In response she has elucidated the 

filmmaker/participant relationship through questionnaires of 158 filmmakers and 

interviews with four documentary participants (Sanders 2012a; 2013). To analyse the 
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former, she undertakes an exploratory factor analysis of survey findings identifying a 

range of patterns. Four issues are relevant.  

 

Firstly, the patterns demonstrate ethics are not experienced ‘as single moral issues’ or 

indeed addressed by singular strategies but are much more ‘complex phenomena’ 

(Sanders 2012b, 405). Secondly, communication is a critical component of an ethical 

relationship between filmmaker and participant. As Sanders (2012a) explains, filmmakers 

generally communicate with their participants in order to facilitate cooperation and to 

address any opposition. Thirdly, participant opposition and opposition to disclosure are 

reportedly rare as is real conflict between filmmaker and participant. Finally, Sanders 

(2012b, 405) describes her participants as ‘first and foremost filmmakers,’ and argues 

that this professional identity informs their approach to ethics. The needs of the film come 

first. However, to meet these needs, the filmmaker works constantly at communication 

‘explaining and informing the participant and solving disclosure issues’ (Sanders 2012b, 

405). There is a distinction in that communication is not aimed at addressing the 

subjective wellbeing of the participant, but ensuring the film is made.  

 

Sanders (2012a; 2013) adds to her survey results through case studies with four 

participants involved in different documentary projects. She interviewed participants 

twice. The first interview took place before, or very soon after the premiere of the 

documentary film in which they featured, while the second interview occurred between 

four and six months later. Interviewees’ experiences are marked by enjoyment, pleasure 

and self-learning. They further substantiate the survey data in that cooperation, 

communication and trust are emphasised as important. Notably, all had times when they 

disagreed with the filmmaker and, on these occasions, they sought to advocate for their 

perspective. In summing up her findings Sanders (2013, 223) counters the 
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characterisation of the ‘all-powerful’ filmmaker in traditional discourses of documentary 

ethics, and instead asserts that participants are often ‘actively involved in and committed 

to’ a documentary project. She posits that today what is emerging is a mode of ‘alternative 

participation’ in documentary films that subsequently requires an ‘alternative ethics’ 

(Sanders 2013, 223). A central feature of the later is ongoing communication. 

 

The construction of the filmmaker/participant relationship as not necessarily one of 

asymmetrical power is a subject taken up by Nash (2012, 319), who argues that a 

dominant paradigm in studies of documentary film ethics has been of the filmmaker 

having ‘power over’ a film participant. This is based on an understanding of power as 

monolithic and all-encompassing. It is a construction of power which is at odds with the 

Foucauldian understanding of power as dispersed, contingent and localised. Nash (2010, 

27) demonstrates the potential of this more sophisticated theorisation of power for 

illuminating filmmaker/participant relations in a case study of Tom Zubrycki’s Molly and 

Mobarak (2003). Drawing on interviews with the documentary filmmaker and the film 

participant she demonstrates that power between the participant and filmmaker can be 

fluid, complex and multidimensional. She emphasises the agency of the film’s 

participant, Lynn Rule, and Rule’s questioning of Zubrycki, her literacy about 

filmmaking and her own agenda in wanting to be involved in the film. As she contends, 

both participant and filmmaker are caught up in shifting and multi-layered webs of power. 

Nash (2011b, 238) entwines Levina’s moral philosophy through observational 

documentary practice suggesting this perspective offers an alternative ethical voice. 

 

Aufderheide’s (2009; 2012) has also made a significant contribution to the literature on 

ethics via interviews with 45 United States documentary filmmakers. Filmmakers 

explained that they identified three central sets of relationships in making a film – that is, 
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with subjects, with viewers and with the directors of the project. Importantly, Aufderheide 

(2012) asserts that ethical conundrums inform multiple dimensions of these relationships 

on an everyday basis. In terms of their relationship with participants, she posits that 

filmmakers are distinct from news journalists in that they spend considerable time with 

participants and see themselves as responsible for telling their stories. The filmmakers 

‘identified themselves as creative artists for whom ethical behaviour is at the core of their 

projects’ (Aufderheide et al. 2009, 1). The complexity of the relationship is demonstrated 

as filmmakers struggle to define it, suggesting it is ‘less than friendship’ but ‘more than 

professional’ (Aufderheide 2012, 369).  

 

Filmmaker interviewees explained that this intimate relationship sometimes resulted in 

their protecting the film subject by omitting material, and also led them to be reticent 

about sharing archives. On other occasions, filmmakers gave subjects the right to decide 

whether footage should be included in a film. At other times, filmmakers pay participants 

(Aufderheide et al. 2009, 13; Aufderheide 2012, 374). Notably, these types of strategies 

were typically engaged when filmmakers strongly empathised with a participant, or their 

issues, or believe the power differentials between them as a filmmaker and their 

participants were marked. Filmmakers believe the stories they tell are important and that 

they contribute to a greater understanding of social issues. The ethical conflicts they face 

loom because of this enormous sense of responsibility. They work in a precarious industry 

where they are vulnerable, and deal with financial constraints, occasionally hostile 

gatekeepers and the threat of ‘subjects’ withdrawal of affection,’ which may result in 

them denying access to material in which the filmmaker has substantially invested 

(Aufderheide et al. 2009, 20). As Aufderheide et al. (2009, 21) explain: 
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Sometimes filmmakers are constrained by contract, but far more often they are 

constrained by the fear that openly discussing ethical issues will expose them to 

risk of censure or may jeopardise the next job. 

 

Following on from Sanders (2012a; 2013) and Aufderheide et al. (2009; 2012), other 

scholars of documentary film have utilised case study approaches to investigate ethics. 

Illustrative is Kay Donovan (2012) who reflexively examined ethical issues in the 

production of her film Tagged (Donovan 2006a), and Paula Bilbrough, who writes about 

her collaborative documentary film, No One Eats Alone (Bilbrough 2010). Donovan’s 

(2012) film focuses on four local young people growing up in Bankstown in the southwest 

of Sydney, while Bilbrough’s (2013) film concerns the lives of twelve Sudanese 

Australian women and a Melbourne refugee settlement organisation, the New Hope 

Foundation. Donovan (2012) opens all of her ethical decisions up to scrutiny – from 

gaining consent to rapport building strategies to editing of dialogue. Her key argument is 

that ethics in documentary filmmaking can be assisted by establishing a clear ethical 

platform, but that context is critical to the how, what and why of filmmaking. Her 

reflections echo those made by Bilbrough (2013, 181) who writes about the ‘tension 

between aesthetical freedom and ethical practice’ and notes the ‘complexity of 

collaborating’ when different voices were sometimes in conflict (Bilbrough 2013, 184). 

 

The impact of documentary filmmaking on the participants is further explored by Jan 

Cattoni (2011), who details the ethics involved in her documentary project After Maeve 

(Cattoni 2006). Likewise Enrica Colusso, examines her experience in making ABC 

Colombia (Colusso 2007). Cattoni’s (2011) film explores the impact on family and 

friends after the death of Maeve Coughlan in a pedestrian accident. Colusso’s (2007) film 

examines the lives of school children in a small rural community in Colombia controlled 
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by the paramilitary. Respectively, both films focus on profoundly affected participants. 

Cattoni (2011, 64) explains the distress of participants during interviews but then also 

notes that later, participants told her that being involved in the film was therapeutic and 

cathartic. They felt their stories were heard and validated. The complexity of the 

filmmaker/participant relationship is enunciated by Colusso (2017, 154) who struggles to 

define the nature of the complex relationship stating that it was ‘extremely personal’ and 

one that clearly exceeds, on both sides, that of the filmmaker/subject. To work with 

participants in an authentic way she advocates adopting a ‘relational process’ that is 

embedded in ‘qualitative listening and a mutual awareness capable of profound 

transformation’ in both filmmaker and participant (Colusso 2017, 155).  

 

Steve Thomas (2012; 2017) has also critiqued his ethical practice in his documentary 

films detailing the experiences of asylum seekers. His corpus of work includes the films 

Least Said, Soonest Mended (Thomas 1999), Hope (Thomas 2008), as well his doctoral 

creative research, discussing Freedom Stories, a documentary project involving a feature 

film (Thomas 2015) and six short films (Thomas 2016). Thomas’ (2017) doctoral work 

is important in further highlighting the multifaceted nature of power in documentary 

filmmaking and ethics. Power is not unilateral or monolithic. He writes of the agency of 

his participants explaining:  

From willing cooperation to active co-creation, participants were open to some of 

my ideas, resisted others, initiated their own and, in some cases, used their 

involvement to make their own claims of identity in the world (Thomas 2017, 

136).  

 

Thomas (2012; 2017) adopts an explicitly collaborative approach to filmmaking and, via 

a detailed reflexive production journal, records all phases of the filmmaking experience 



 64 

– from planning and accessing participants to interviewing and editing. Like Nash 

(2011b), Thomas frames his discussion in terms of Levinas’ moral philosophy, including 

the notion of knowing and representing the ‘Other.’ Critical elements of his process are 

talking to participants about the potential psychological effects of filming, repeated 

conversational interviews with participants over an extended period, and showing 

participants rough-cuts, providing opportunities for them to give feedback on the film 

and/or veto over use of footage. Underpinning these elements is ongoing dialogue and 

trust. What emerges from Thomas’ (2017) study is that ethical concerns pervade all 

aspects of the filmmaking process, and that attending to them conscientiously is time 

consuming and demanding. It also requires ‘significant emotional’ investment on behalf 

of the filmmaker (Thomas 2017, 140). This issue is elaborated upon in the following 

section of the literature review. 

 

Documentary Film and Ethics: The Impact on the Filmmaker 

In the literature on ethics and documentary filmmaking there has been little consideration 

of the impact of the process on the filmmaker, and more particularly, the emotional impact 

of making a film. There are, nevertheless, hints in the literature that consider how 

filmmaking can be emotionally demanding. Thomas (2017, 65) considers the emotional 

cost of anxieties and disappointments about participant withdrawal, and the high risk he 

placed on himself as an independent collaborative filmmaker. Cattoni (2011) also 

discloses that she was emotionally distressed by the making of the film, to the degree that 

she had to leave the project for some years before her return to complete it. Interestingly, 

she observes that her nursing background did not provide immunity from the impact of 

bearing witness. She explains that she knew the mother of the deceased young girl, 

Maeve, who was the central protagonist of her film stating: ‘When I embarked on the 
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project I knew it would be challenging, and even with all my experience in the area, it 

proved much more difficult than I had anticipated’ (Cattoni 2011, 11).  

 

Filming Maeve’s mother Robyn as she spoke about her daughter just three weeks after 

her death was a gruelling experience for Cattoni (2011, 56) who reflects she was ‘taken 

back’ by Robyn’s raw emotional outpouring. Importantly, she reports that the emotional 

shock was also experienced by her camera person, Danny Phillips, who recalled the 

challenge of trying to ‘keep it together’ as Robyn expressed her deep pain. Recalling the 

post-filming trip home, Cattoni (2011, 57) writes: ‘We both felt extremely heavy, 

weighted down like some of this tremendous burden had been lifted from Robyn and 

placed on us.’ She observes that the anguish experienced by filmmaker and camera person 

was aggravated in post-production as they watched the scene repeatedly. To characterise 

what she and her camera person experienced, Cattoni (2011, 17) utilises the term 

‘vicarious trauma’ which she explains occurs when ‘pain is somehow passed on to and 

shared with the listener’. She summarises her thoughts on this process.  

I think there is a place in documentary practice and professional filmmaking 

organisations to consider the effects on filmmakers of working with difficult 

stories. There is a place for the filmmakers themselves to find a way of giving 

voice to their own experiences and presenting these stories for viewers to 

consider. The filmmaker working in difficult situations is the one most likely to 

be able, through their skills in image, words and sound, to more effectively convey 

the experience, the connection that happens between us all (Cattoni 2011, 17). 

 

It is not just doctoral filmmakers who have written about emotional trauma and 

filmmaking. In an interview (Kiang 2015, n.p.), Joshua Oppenheimer spoke about the 

longevity and emotional toll of making The Act of Killing (Oppenheimer 2012) saying:  
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[P]eople are always like “Wow! You lived ten years in Indonesia!” And I didn’t. 

I would go for three or four months, I’d get utterly immersed, lost, traumatised. 

I’d return [to London] with insomnia and nightmares and work my way out of it 

to some kind of vision. 

 

Further he reported (Kiang 2015 n.p.) on the emotional labour of filming a traumatic story 

stating: 

It was always that somehow, because of a scene we were shooting, my family 

were being tortured. It was terrible. It was terrible. People often ask me if making 

The Act of Killing was frightening, and they usually mean, was I physically afraid. 

But it was frightening emotionally. 

 

Oppenheimer also tells Kiang (2015 n.p.) that acclaimed filmmaker Werner Herzog ‘was 

having nightmares and waking up screaming with the Death Row films too.’ 

 

Despite the above suggestions that emotions are entangled in filmmaking, I did not find 

the issue explicitly addressed in scholarship on ethics and documentary film. Given this 

absence I turned to other fields to examine emotions. In the distinct but related field of 

journalism, scholars have often drawn on the notion of ‘vicarious trauma,’ that is, the 

trauma that may be experienced by someone who is witness to pain and suffering (e.g. 

Himmelstein and Faithorn 2002, 537; Newman et al. 2003, 5). As Lindgren (2012, 34) 

has contended, research has typically concentrated on extreme situations such as ‘war 

zones or disaster,’ while few studies have ‘focused on the journalistic challenges of 

reporting the traumas of everyday life such as living with a terminal illness.’  
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In another field closely related to this paper, that of qualitative scholarship, there is a still 

small but growing body of writing on emotions and research. As with the scholarship on 

journalism and emotions this literature has often engaged the notion of ‘vicarious trauma’ 

(e.g. Coles et al. 2014; Creighton et al. 2017). In this writing scholars have typically 

focused on what is often labelled ‘sensitive’ topics, that is topics that are traumatic and/or 

emotional, arguing that researchers who investigate such subjects are ‘particularly 

vulnerable’ (Woodby et al. 2011, 830). They have asserted that researchers may 

experience vicarious trauma in listening, transcribing and analysing narratives on 

sensitive topics. During an interview about a traumatic subject, participants may be 

overcome with sadness and begin to cry causing distress to the interviewer (Clifford, 

2010; Corbin and Morse, 2003). It is not unusual for the researcher to start picturing 

images and imagine themselves in the participants situation (Kiyimba and O’Reilly, 

2015). It is not merely the subject’s words that can cause vicarious trauma but the 

‘emotional tone of the person telling the narrative,’ and the distress in their delivery that 

elicits distress in the listener (Boasso et al. 2015, 398). Vicarious trauma in researchers 

may lead to a range of negative impacts. Dominey-Howes (2015, 61), for example, writes 

of feeling ‘unbearable emotions’ of guilt, anger, distress and anxiety in undertaking 

research in post-disaster situations, while Eriksen (2017, 275) says she experienced 

‘growing personal inability to manage seemingly inconsequential personal and 

professional tasks’ which alerted her to the vicarious trauma she had developed over six 

years of interviewing bushfire survivors.  

 

As well as, and sometimes alongside, the notion of ‘vicarious trauma,’ qualitative 

researchers exploring the emotional impacts of their work have also engaged 

Hochschild’s (1983) notions of ‘emotional labour’ and ‘emotion work.’ Drawing on a 

study of flight attendants Hochschild (1983, 7) observed that they managed feelings 
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through what she termed ‘display work’ or ‘surface acting’ ‘to create a publicly 

observable facial and bodily display.’ Those who have explored emotion work/emotional 

labour and qualitative approaches have explained that every phase of the research process 

involves ‘emotion work.’ For example, there is emotion work in establishing and building 

rapport with participants as well as in the interview process itself (Warr 2004, 584). 

Moreover, emotion work always grows exponentially when interaction with participants 

develops over the course of a study (Blix and Wettergren 2014; Johnson and Macleod 

Clarke 2003; Woodby et al. 2011). Illustrative is research by emerald and Carpenter 

(2015, 747) who delineate the different dimensions of emotional labour in research as 

including ‘caring, active listening, showing emotions and empathy and being supportive.’ 

Tasks undertaken beyond the field such as transcription, data analysis, writing and 

research dissemination may also require emotion work (Malacrida 2007; Wilkes et al. 

2014; Wray et al. 2007;). McGarrol (2017, 437). who defines emotion work/emotional 

labour in research as being ‘emotionally aware and sensitive to their own emotions, as 

well as those of participants,’ posits that expending emotional labour can have a 

cumulative impact over the course of a challenging research project on a sensitive topic. 

She writes of being left with an ‘emotional hangover’ (McGarrol 2017, 440).  

 

While all qualitative researchers will have to engage in ‘emotion work,’ novice academics 

may be particularly at risk. This contention is highlighted by Sherry (2013) who explores 

her experience as a beginner researcher working with a community street soccer program 

with disadvantaged youth who faced problems such as homelessness, substance abuse 

and mental health issues. She writes about the emotional toll of engaging with such a 

marginal and vulnerable group, as well as dealing with particularly distressing emotional 

flashpoints in the research, most particularly, the death of a participant with whom she 

had developed a close bond.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed the literature on documentary film and ethics. It explored this 

issue in terms of scholarship on the impact of filmmaking on the community, the 

participants, and the filmmaker. The broad shift in research on the subject of documentary 

film ethics away from a singular focus on the text to engage with other forms of empirical 

data was highlighted. In the first part of the literature review I detailed studies which have 

explored the rise of the ‘impact documentary’ and highlighted debates in this field of 

scholarship such as the question of how to measure impact. I then addressed literature 

relating to participant impact examining a range of case studies of filmmakers exploring 

their duty of care to the participant. What has been little explored is the impact of 

documentary film production on the filmmaker. In the absence of literature on this subject 

I turned to the growing body of writing on vicarious trauma and emotion work/emotional 

labour and qualitative research.  
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CHAPTER THREE: IMPACT ON COMMUNITY 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter I detail the impact of my creative project on the broader community. I 

begin by explaining my early work building a community for the films. I then discuss my 

efforts to collaborate with an impact partner, RSL Qld and to employ the distribution 

strategy of ‘narrowcasting’ (Miller 2009, 70). Following this, I describe some of the more 

specific impacts of my films including the production of the PTSD educational videos to 

complement the film series, the selection of the films in various film festivals and the 

sharing of the films on social media. In the final section of the chapter I summarise the 

quantitative and qualitative data on the social impact of my films using frameworks 

derived from The Fledging Fund (Barrett and Leddy 2008, 11). 

 

Building A Community for My Films 

Building an online community before a film is released is ‘a critical strategy to deepen 

the reach and impact’ (Barrett and Leddy 2008, 4). Thus, when I started my doctoral 

research, I first created a website15. At this beginning stage I posted my Honours five-

part series, Coming Home (Melzer 2014), on this site aware that showcasing work is an 

important way in which to ‘establish credibility’ (Rosenthal and Eckhardt 2015, 391). I 

used the series as a tool to recruit participants for my doctoral project. 

 

As the project progressed the website became a vehicle to ‘generate buzz’ and blog to 

‘start conversations’ with community (Rosenthal and Eckhardt 2015, 392) as well as 

provide links for viewers to the films social media sites. It became a means to market the 

 
15 www.melzerkym.com 
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film series, communicate with interested stakeholders, and a site for archiving the films. 

I also established a Facebook page16 for the film series which became the central mode 

of engaging with the public and participants about the films. 

 

Also important to building an audience and advocates for my films was obtaining funding. 

As Dovey (2014, 20) explains, funding produces ‘a public, a network with a stake in the 

film.’ I had already raised funding for my creative project through a license agreement 

with RSL Qld, and via a Griffith University Postgraduate Students Association (GUPSA) 

bursary but this was not sufficient. Thus, like other filmmakers who seek to raise funds 

outside the traditional gatekeepers (Sorensen 2012, 729) I established a crowdfunding Go 

Fund Me page. This was a demanding and time-consuming process but successful, not 

only in soliciting funds but also in extending a community around the films. According 

to Dovey (2014, 17) crowdfunding is ‘an excellent way to build an audience and to find 

a market in the overcrowded conditions of the attention economy.’ In addition, like other 

documentary filmmakers who have used crowdfunding I found the support from 

community members motivating to keep making the film series (Navidi 2010, 2). 

  

Impact Partners and My Films 

Considerable energies were spent working with RSL Qld as a key stakeholder with 

varying results; this is detailed in Chapter Five. I successfully negotiated a license 

agreement for the film series with the organisation which authorised them to upload the 

seven short documentaries onto their website17. As outlined in Chapter Five, part of the 

negotiations included a Marketing Plan which detailed cross promotional strategies for 

the films on social media platforms including the RSL Qld website and on other media 

 
16 https://www.facebook.com/TheRippleEffectOfPTSD/ 
17 https://www.rslqld.org/ADF-Community/PTSD/The-Ripple-Effect-of-PTSD 
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such as radio and RSL Queensland Publications. The Marketing Plan also outlined a 

series of event screenings and associated resource materials to assist sub-branch networks 

with hosting a screening. 

 

Unfortunately, there was a change of management as RSL Qld a few weeks after the deal 

was negotiated and not all of the plan came to fruition. With the change in management 

I was not involved in any further discussions of how the films would be used (or not). 

This highlights the challenges of working with impact partners as any shifts in an 

organisation’s direction (e.g. in staffing, resourcing) can negatively affect a film’s 

distribution and potentially create conflict. The limited-edition DVDs of the film series, 

consisting of the complete seven-part series and the complete PTSD educational videos I 

produced to accompany the films, were donated to The Soldier Recovery Centre at 

Enoggera Barracks, Brisbane, Australia. The films are tools to be used for workshops 

conducted by the Defence Chaplaincy to assist soldiers transitioning into civilian life. The 

most significant impact on distribution was the participants sharing their films on 

Facebook. This is explored in more detail below. Aware that individual and company 

websites may not endure long term, I successfully arranged for the film series to be 

archived in Australian film history and have a legacy at the Australian War Memorial18.  

 

Alongside collaborating with an impact partner my second key strategy for distribution 

was to adopt the process employed by the non-profit organisation, Witness, whose model 

of advocacy is ‘narrowcasting,’ that is, focusing on ‘who’ sees the film rather than how 

many people see it (Miller 2009, 70). To engage this strategy, I screened the films at 

events which were focused on veterans. To illustrate, I screened the film featuring Karen 

McLaren, wife of Vietnam veteran Richard McLaren, at a Pop-Up museum at Currumbin 

 
18 https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C2148052 
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RSL in August 2016 during the 50th anniversary commemoration of The Battle of Long 

Tan. The audience was made up of people interested in the Vietnam conflict and, by 

association, the challenges that have faced Vietnam veterans such as PTSD. In another 

example of niche marketing I accepted an invitation from the Brigadier at the Commander 

7th Combat Brigade Gallipoli Barracks to address a Collaborative Health and Welfare 

Forum at The Soldier Recovery Centre, at Enoggera, Brisbane on 8th June 2016. 

 

I received considerable support to market the films to university students from Chantelle 

Hollenbach of the GUPSA who coordinated the screening of the film series across three 

Griffith University campuses (Mt Gravatt, Loganholme and Nathan) during Mental 

Health and Wellbeing Week in October 2016. Further, I was awarded a bursary from 

GUPSA to attend the Veterans’ Film Festival in Canberra 2016. I was twice interviewed 

about my research by Paul Wright for feature articles published in The Griffith Centre for 

Creative Arts Research (GCCAR) News Bulletin (July 2016 and October 2016). I have 

also screened the film series or excerpts of the films at a range of conferences (see 

Appendix C).  

 

PTSD Educational Videos 

To raise awareness about PTSD and to assist in educating the community, I interviewed 

Dr Andrew Khoo, Consultant Psychiatrist, Director at Toowong Private Hospital and 

Senior Lecturer at University Queensland. The interview formed a five-part series entitled 

PTSD Educational Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 2015) which were 

uploaded on The Ripple Effect of PTSD website and Facebook page (see Table 3.2). 
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Table 3.2: Summary of PTSD Educational Videos19 (Melzer 2015) 

Featuring Title 

Dr Khoo Part 1 - What is PTSD?  
Dr Khoo Part 2 – What is Secondary PTSD? 
Dr Khoo Part 3 - Is the treatment for PTSD different for veterans, first responders and the 

wider community? 
Dr Khoo Part 4 - Is there a correlation between PTSD and Suicide? 
Dr Khoo Part 5 – Does your family need support? 

 

The PTSD Educational Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 2015) series went 

viral on Facebook. The Part 1 - What is PTSD? video reached 43,799 people, had over 

15 000 views and was shared on Facebook 255 times (as at 16th October 2018). The below 

quotations from The Ripple Effect of PTSD Facebook page are representative comments 

posted in relation to this video: 

This man and his team are gems. The most helpful and encouraging hero’s that 

have helped many of us along our journeys through the maze of PTSD. Thanks to 

Andrew and his team, I am in a better place thanks to all your help (3rd September, 

2017). 

 

One of the most important things he said is ‘PTSD is a very individual thing’. If 

coping tools from one medical professional don’t seem to work for you, firstly 

give it time; then get other tools from your psych or another psych if you need 

too. Andrew Khoo and his team are very good but if their methods aren’t helping 

you, ask them for more coping tools or an alternative. It’s individual, and only 

you can decide what works, but you have to want it (3rd September, 2017)! 

 

The PTSD Educational Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 2015) video What is 

Secondary PTSD? video reached 20,244 people, has over 7 500 views and has been 

 
19 http://www.melzerkym.com/veterans.html 
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shared on Facebook 116 times (as at 16th October 2018). Many people responding to this 

video expressed anger and frustration at the lack of services for those living with someone 

with PTSD. The following is illustrative of these posts: 

Counselling doesn’t help when it’s ongoing, hard when person’s counsellor says 

you have to put up with it cause of what the partner went through, that is no excuse 

and all support help with other people going through the same thing is for venting 

doesn’t solve anything. Just thought I would let you know how and what partners 

and kids go through and how family just has to watch and pray they do not become 

a statistic of violence, pretty sad to watch your grandkids having counselling 

fortnightly or being angry or just becoming recluses and shutting down about how 

they feel and listening to my family member on phone weekly crying as to what 

he did to her and kids this week, this is the other side of the story many partners 

are suffering daily (Poster on The Ripple Effect of PTSD Facebook page 4th 

September, 2017). 

 

While, as mentioned, the PTSD Educational Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 

2015) videos have support services listed in the credits, when messages conveyed a sense 

of a potential danger or extreme distress I wrote to the poster suggesting contacts directly. 

I also worked with film participant Donna Reggett, founder of Operation PTSD Support 

group. In instances such as above I would ask Donna to contact the person directly given 

she is a qualified Mental Health Counsellor and has extensive knowledge of PTSD 

services available. In responding to the above message Donna wrote: 

Online support is not just about venting. But venting does help. The support group 

get together and really do support each other. However, no one should stay in an 

abusive relationship. Abuse is not PTSD. There is help available, but you have to 

be willing to accept it (4th September, 2017). 
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The Impact of Film Festival Screenings and Associated Media 

Three of the films were officially selected in international film festivals (see Appendix 

C). This expanded the audience reach of the films beyond Australia to the United States 

of America. I also targeted ‘specialty festivals’ taking the advice of Rosenthal and 

Eckhardt (2015, 370) who write that extremely competitive ‘top-line festivals’ may not 

be the best option for all films. 

 

The film featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding was submitted and 

accepted into three cannabis film festivals unexpectedly reaching an American audience 

and pro-cannabis communities. The film series was also submitted to The Cause Film 

Festival 2017, Sydney Australia, and was awarded second runner-up. The film featuring 

Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman was submitted to the New York Dog Festival but 

was not selected. The film series was submitted to the Veterans’ Film Festival 2016, 

Canberra Australia. The festival director chose to screen the film featuring veteran Kirsty 

Greenshields and veteran James Greenshields which did not win. Likewise, the complete 

series was submitted to The Australian Online Video Awards 2017 held in Brisbane and 

to the Melbourne WebFest, Melbourne Australia. The film series was selected by the 

former but did not make the finals (no screening), while the latter screened the film 

featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman in the finals, but the film did not receive 

an award. 

 

My experience of entering the films into festivals reflects Aufderheide’s (2003, 16) claim 

that ‘festivals provide cachet and visibility, leading to promotional opportunities.’ I 

encouraged the film participants to take advantage of the success of being selected into 

various film festivals to share their personal journeys with a larger audience. Typically, 



 77 

film festival entry also led to media interviews for magazine, newspaper and radio stations 

(see Appendix C). Leveraging the film’s selection into film festivals I organised radio 

and magazine interviews on behalf of the participants, for example, Veteran James 

Greenshields was interviewed on 612ABC Radio Drive in a segment on men’s mental 

health (12th October, 2016). I was interviewed with veteran Kirsty Greenshields and 

veteran James Greenshields about PTSD and domestic violence by Faith Valencia-

Forester for The Wire, an independent current affairs community and Indigenous radio 

program (2nd December, 2016). Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding were 

interviewed on ABC Adelaide radio by journalist Ali Clarke. In this discussion they 

talked about Michael’s PTSD recovery and their engagement with holistic practices such 

as nutrition and medicinal cannabis (21st February, 2017). 

 

The premiere of the film series resulted in an immediate and important impact with one 

of the film participants, Donna Reggett, founder of Operation PTSD Support Group, 

receiving two grants from RSL Qld to provide funding for partners of veterans with PTSD 

to attend caregiver respite retreats. Importantly, earlier submissions from the organisation 

to RSL Qld had been unsuccessful. However, after the screening of the films RSL Qld 

could see the benefit of providing financial support to the group. In this respect Donna 

and her organisation used the documentary as a tool to educate and as an authoritative 

voice representing their issues.   

 

Further to the funding support, Donna also argued that the films were connected to a 

critical legislative change for which she had lobbied heavily over a ten-year period. She 

had argued that children of veterans should be entitled to access government sponsored 

counselling and support services should they need them for life, not at a cut-off age of 
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twenty-three years. A change in the policy of VVCS by DVA was announced following 

the film’s premiere (Australian Government Department of Veterans’ Affairs 2016). 

 

When interviewed about her experience of being involved in the films, Donna said that 

while she could not be sure that the film in which she featured was the reason for the 

change, the timing makes her think it is possible. She thought that perhaps someone with 

influence was at the premiere and forced the issue on to the agenda. I filmed an update of 

Donna excitedly revealing the important news about the legislative change and added it 

to the tail end of her film. It was then uploaded onto Facebook. In doing so I followed the 

advice of Barrett and Leddy (2008, 5) who explain that as documentaries ‘are about 

current and constantly evolving social issues, the film’s website and digital 

communication strategies can provide timely updates, which often encourage people to 

take further action.’ 

 

Social Media and Impact 

Aware that online platforms have drastically changed the way audiences view films and 

have altered how films are being made (Beattie 2008; Broderick 2008; Laughren 2008), 

I produced the film series to be viewed by an online audience on laptops or mobile phones. 

In this respect my films are representative of the disruption occurring in the traditional 

method of theatrical releases (Ulin 2010). 

 

Facebook was the main social media platform I employed to communicate with film 

participants and to grow an online audience. As of October 2018, the films collectively 

had 47,700 total views on the film’s Facebook page and 2118 followers. Data reveal that 

the majority of activity and growth occurred after the dissemination of the film series in 
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July 2016. In total the films reached an audience of almost half a million with page content 

going viral multiple times. 

 

I received further feedback on the films via private messaging on the Facebook page for 

the film series. While the downside of these comments was that responding to them was 

time-consuming and emotionally draining, they also provided many positives for me as a 

filmmaker. The congratulatory poster comments can feel like an act of virtual applause. 

I have been able to connect with my audience in a meaningful and intimate manner and 

this has given me incredible encouragement and support. 

 

Social media also facilitated the film’s impact as participants shared the films on their 

own Facebook pages or social media sites of the organisations with which they are 

associated. For example, Donna Reggett had the film she featured in embedded on the 

website of Operation PTSD Support20. In a similar respect, participants Liz Jackman and 

veteran Scott Jackman also distributed their film through their dog service charity 

Whiskey’s Wish. Liz explained that the group’s website had ‘over 6500 followers’ who 

now had access to the film. She said that this was advantageous to the group as the film 

gave it greater authenticity and credibility. She stated that the film added a human 

dimension to the work that she and her husband did through their charity. She added: 

Liz: A lot of our recipients who have shared the film have said, ‘These are real 

people. You know they get it. This is not just a charity that sits there. These are 

people who have lived through it.’ 

 

 
20 http://opptsdsupport.org.au 
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While the films reached new audiences via Whiskey’s Wish website21, Liz said there was 

a more immediate and fulsome response to the films when they were loaded onto their 

own personal Facebook pages:  

We got a lot of people contacting us and it was… I mean when we put it up on 

our own personal pages it actually went ballistic. Because I think people are more 

likely to view it on someone’s personal page and I noticed how many times it was 

shared. And it was shared so many times and I thought wow… and then I started 

seeing people tagging it and saying this is the family I was talking about… and, 

you should watch this.  

 

Liz’s observations highlight that using personal online networks are important for the 

wide distribution of impact documentaries. She explained that while the films were first 

shared by people she did not know, this soon snowballed, and the online audience became 

amplified. She stated: ‘I’d know one person or from Scott’s friends list and they’d be 

sharing it to someone we didn’t know.’ 

 

Like Liz and Donna, veterans Kirsty and James Greenshields also posted their film on 

their organisational website and Facebook page22, Resilient Leaders’ Foundation, an 

Australian registered charity which enhances the life of young Australians and their 

families so they can effectively contribute to sustainable, resilient and thriving 

communities. Both Kirsty and her husband James are prolific across social media. They 

continually seek to educate the wider community and hold one day leadership workshops 

for youth, women and men’s groups around Australia.  

 
21 http://www.whiskeyswish.org.au 
 
22 https://www.facebook.com/pg/ResilientLeadersFoundation/videos/?ref=page_internal 
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Kirsty: We’ve used it [the film] a lot to educate but mainly just to share our 

story… That’s how we share… We come from a place of acceptance which helps 

people feel safe… We’re not saying, ‘You need to do this to get better or you need 

to do that to get better.’ We’re just telling a story and giving experience. As a 

result of that there’s a positive outcome. It’s had so much positive feedback as 

well. 

 

Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding have also distributed the film in which they 

feature through their website, Weeded Warrior, an ESO that advocated for medicinal 

cannabis. The site is no longer available as members have disbanded. However, when the 

site was functioning Bek and Michael had positive feedback about their film, both 

nationally and internationally.  

 

It was not just participants who used social media to create further impact for the films. 

Composer Shannon Reimer, who scored the music for some of the films wrote to the then 

Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull about the films after seeing him on 

television addressing the nation about the high rate of veteran suicides from PTSD. 

Shannon’s email message was forwarded to the then Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, The 

Hon Dan Tehan MP, for a response. On 13th September 2016, in an official Parliament 

House letter responding to Shannon’s request to support the film series the Minister wrote 

and thanked Shannon for highlighting, 

the specific work done by Kym Melzer in relation to increasing mental health 

literacy in members of the veteran community, and the Australian public more 

broadly. 

 

The Minister outlined support services for veterans adding:  
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Ms Melzer’s work is another example of resources in this space and DVA 

welcomes any positively contributing conversations and resources with this 

purpose… It was pleasing to note the inclusion of the VVCS contact details as a 

support service in Ms Melzer’s short film and the Government encourages 

ongoing efforts to raise awareness of this and additional resources to assist 

veterans and their families’ however DVA is not currently looking at partnering 

in this capacity, I encourage Ms Melzer to continue the conversation and wish her 

well in her PhD candidacy (Personal Letter to Shannon Reimer from Hon Dan 

Tehan, 13th September, 2016).  

 

I was surprised by Shannon’s unbridled enthusiasm and impressed with his direct 

approach to requesting Prime Ministerial support. It highlights the ways in which so many 

people associated with my films became agents of change in relation to PTSD and acted 

as distribution nodes. 

 

The film series was shared by the film participants who wanted their close family and 

friends to understand their experience. When I met with veteran Andrea Josephs and her 

daughters Marissa, Deanna, and Kyla on Anzac Day, 25th April 2018, I also had an 

opportunity to talk to one of Marissa’s close friends, Holly Whiley. This conversation 

gave me a key insight into the social impact of my films. 

 

I had first met Holly two years before when I interviewed Andrea in her home and 

discussed the film project with her four daughters who, at that stage, were not involved 

in the film. It seemed like serendipity to have Holly present again, so I asked if she would 

be willing to be interviewed about the film. Holly initially spoke about the film ‘opening 

her eyes’ to the suffering the family had been through. She explained that she shared the 
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film with her parents, so they would understand how veterans ‘suffer throughout life after 

it all’ and was pleased that it had opened their eyes as well. Holly explained that people 

in the local community had misunderstood Andrea after she had attempted suicide and 

the film helped ‘explain why particular things happen.’ Marissa agreed with her friend’s 

comments observing that ‘a lot of people thought mum was a bad person,’ but the film 

provides a different view of her mother revealing her illness and the depth of her pain. 

The film series helped heal rifts in the Josephs’ family and gave people who knew the 

family a much deeper understanding of the family’s experience with PTSD. As Andrea 

posted on The Ripple Effect of PTSD Facebook page later that day: 

Thank-you for spending time with us Kym Melzer you and your team gave my 

family a voice and a message of hope even after surviving suicide your 

documentary was better than any therapy we could have tried. You’ve been a 

wonderfully supportive and understand of myself and my 4 daughters and we can 

never thankyou enough for everything you’ve done. Great to see you again (25th 

April, 2018). 

 

My reply to Andrea is evidence of the extremely close relationship I developed with her 

and her family. I wrote: 

Aww thank you Andrea Josephs [heart emoji] I’ll always be cheering you and the 

girls and sending love [heart emojis] (25th April, 2018). 

 

I was pleased to receive a private message on my LinkedIn23 page from a psychologist 

who had viewed my films. She acknowledged the safe and respectful space I had created 

for my film participants and commended my work in helping to address the stigma of 

mental illness. She wrote: 

 
23 LinkedIn is a business and employment social networking service. 
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I’ve just discovered The Ripple Effect of PTSD series that you filmed. Thank you 

so much for your valuable work. As the spouse of a former serving member (and 

now reservist) and as a psychologist that works with people who experience 

PTSD, I am grateful that these stories have been shared. The stigma associated 

with mental illness too often acts as a barrier to seeking assistance. This is 

particularly true for Defence personnel as mental illness is often perceived as a 

weakness that is inconsistent with being a warrior. It also acts as an obstacle for 

family members who perceive that seeking assistance for the serving 

member/veteran or for themselves is either disloyal or unwarranted given they 

haven’t directly experienced the precipitating trauma. I’m particularly 

appreciative of your interviewing style. You created a safe and respectful space 

for each person to tell their story, inquired without comment or judgement, 

checked that the person was OK when they became upset and asked if they 

consented to continuing the interview. Your interview beautifully showcased 

PTSD sufferers and family members how discussing their experiences can be a 

validating experience. Thank you for contributing to breaking down the stigma 

(Name of Sender, 16th May, 2018. Private message). 

 

Breaking down the stigma of discussing mental health was at the forefront of my mind 

when deciding to disclose and document my own personal struggles in Chapter Three. 

Mental health awareness has ‘grown in recent years’ in academia however many 

academics still fear the stigma attached to disclosing a mental illness and are ‘suffering 

in silence’; thankfully some scholars are ‘speaking out to spur awareness and lessen the 

stigma’ (Grove 2012, 1; Pettit 2016, 12, 13). The film participants in The Ripple Effect of 

PTSD (Melzer 2016a) exemplify the way in which people can speak out to help break 
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down the stigma of mental health struggles – they have given me courage to write about 

and discuss my emotional journey. 

 

Measuring Impact: Quantitative and Qualitative Indicators 

As recommended by Borum Chattoo and Das (2014, 22) I have used multiple methods to 

delineate the social impact of my films. I have collected quantitative data identifying the 

number of festival acceptances, cinema screenings, television broadcasts, community 

screenings, radio interviews, news articles, DVDs, lecture presentations and number of 

Vimeo and Facebook views. I have also collected qualitative data in the form of Film 

Festival directors’ comments and Facebook comments. To analyse the qualitative data, I 

utilised The Fledging Fund’s ‘Dimensions of Impact’ (Barrett and Leddy 2008, 17) 

frameworks (see Appendix E). Festival Directors were emailed and asked to respond to 

the question of why they officially selected the film series into their festival. Comments 

from seven film festival directors and/or judges were coded. Codes were then grouped 

into themes outlined by Barrett and Leddy (2008, 17) including: Compelling Story, 

Engaging, Awareness, Stronger Movement and Social Change. 

 

Examples of coded comments (see Appendix D for complete comments) from festival 

directors (underlined) include: 

It was well scripted, engaging, insightful and above all it was entertaining (Tom 

Papas, Film Festival Director, Veteran Film Festival 2016. Canberra, Australia. 

Email, 16th September 2017). 

 

For me, personally I think some of the stories in the series also have a real positive 

impact in showing personal growth through hardship (Steinar Ellingsen, Festival 
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Director. Melbourne WebFest, 2017. Melbourne, Australia. Email, 18th 

September 2017). 

 

Conclusion 

Barrett and Leddy (2008, 14) advise that it is beneficial to ‘set realistic expectations for 

impact’ noting that it is ‘not reasonable to expect broad social change if there is little 

public awareness that a problem exists.’ This descriptor is apposite in relation to The 

Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a). Those who care for veterans with PTSD have 

traditionally been an invisible population. My aim in producing the documentary series 

was primarily to give voice to this group and to begin the substantial task of improving 

recognition and support services for them. As this chapter has detailed, I have had success 

achieving this modest objective. My film series was officially selected in six international 

film/web festivals and received significant media interest nationally. The films were 

widely distributed online eliciting feedback from around the world. They have been used 

to disseminate knowledge and to promote social change about veterans with PTSD and 

those who care for them. At the same time, I recognise that the goal of raising community 

awareness about the labour and contribution of caregivers for veterans with PTSD is 

substantial and ongoing, and that my films need to be viewed as just one small part of a 

much broader agenda for change. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: IMPACT ON PARTICIPANTS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter reports on interviews with six participants involved in the documentary 

series, The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a). It details participants’ motivations for 

being involved in the documentary, reveals the concerns they had about participation, 

examines their experiences of filming, and chronicles how the film has impacted on them 

personally including their personal relationships with their partner, family and friends. 

Given that my creative project focused on the impact of PTSD on the caregiver, 

interviews also concentrated on the experiences of filming for caregivers. Thus, the term 

participant is used in this chapter to describe the female caregivers of veterans diagnosed 

with PTSD. 

 

Motivations for Participation 

Participants’ reasons for agreeing to be involved in the documentary series spoke directly 

to experiences of marginalisation and voicelessness as people who care for those who 

suffer from PTSD. They reflected on past histories of isolation and the loneliness of 

caring for someone with PTSD. They expressed a desire to connect with others in a 

similar position and to remind them that they are part of a larger community with shared 

experiences. Donna remarked, ‘You don’t have to do it on your own.’ Taking this theme 

further, they observed that while PTSD had begun to receive some attention in the public 

sphere, this seldom included a focus on family members. This view was taken up by 

Marissa who cared for her veteran mother Andrea and for her younger sister’s while her 

mother battled suicide ideation.  

Marissa: Mum’s story doesn’t make sense without my story because you’re 

talking about the ripple effect of PTSD. She is the victim of PTSD and the ripple 
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effect is my story and my sister’s and everyone around her from what she suffered 

and caused us to suffer with her.  

 

In a similar respect Liz argued that caregivers’ stories need to be told as ‘we are the ones 

that have to live with it.’ 

 

Qualitative researchers working with vulnerable populations have noted that those who 

take part in studies may view ‘participation as altruistic, wanting to connect to help 

others’ (Carter et al. 2008, 1265) and to contribute to ‘societal change’ (Newton 2016, 

97). These contentions resonated in my interviews. Karen recalled trying to find 

information about being a partner of someone suffering from PTSD and discovering 

‘there’s nothing there.’ As with other interviewees she framed her interest in the project 

in relation to this lacuna, and a desire to use her story to fill the gap. Marissa felt that 

viewing The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) could be a ‘gift’ and potentially help 

other young people with veteran parents suffering from PTSD. 

Marissa: You know if we saw something like that, you can understand, especially 

for me being a child and going through all that, it would have been easier so 

hopefully this can help others sooner.  

 

Equally, Naomi contended, ‘we don’t get to talk about what we’ve gone through as 

spouses. Nobody seems to want to hear what we’ve struggled with and how we’ve 

managed to make it.’ As Naomi’s quotation reveals, a related stimulus for interviewees 

was that they wanted to convey a message that PTSD was treatable. Illustrative were 

comments from Karen who aimed to ensure people knew ‘there is every chance of 

recovery,’ and Donna who claimed it was important to ‘show people that PTSD is not 

necessarily the end of the world.’ 
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Concerns about Participation 

Alongside strong motivations for being involved in the documentary series, interviewees 

also shared a range of concerns they had when I invited them to participate. Some of these 

concerns were tied to the types of negative depictions of PTSD that dominate in the public 

realm. As Helen McCartney (2011, 45) argues, the portrayal of soldier as a victim is not 

only a dominant archetype but one that is very ‘damaging,’ not only in that it can 

stereotype and pathologise but also remove the veteran’s agency. She explains that while 

warfare has long been represented in the socio-cultural field, the ‘portrayal of soldiers as 

routinely suffering from psychological injury is a more recent phenomenon’ and is now 

evident across a wide array of texts such as films, novels and newspaper articles 

(McCartney 2011, 46). The ubiquity of the depiction of the figure of the ‘male veteran 

with PTSD’ in popular culture that is identified in literature was acknowledged by 

participants, as was the fact that it is often a stigmatised identity. They were aware that 

the figure is often one who is dangerous, unemployable and unmanageable. 

 

Donna cogently explained that when I first interviewed her to participate in the 

documentary exposure to damaging portrayals of PTSD was at the forefront of her mind. 

She stated: 

Donna: People think PTSD is… violent, and they think it’s, that guys go around 

and smash things up and beat up people and things like that, and that they’re drunk 

all the time. So that’s an image. That’s not in my home, and that was one of the 

things. When we first found out about PTSD that’s what the Vietnam veterans 

group told me. They said, ‘Your kids are not going to do any good at school. 

They’re going to be drop outs. You’re going to have so much trouble.’ 
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Prior to her involvement in the project Donna was acutely aware that her own experience 

of PTSD differed dramatically from that which is promulgated in public discourses about 

the illness. This was a great source of frustration to her, not only because it did not 

represent her reality, but because it increased her sense of isolation from friends and 

family who consumed negative material about PTSD. Understandably, she was very wary 

of being involved in a project which would continue to propagate a negative and 

destructive narrative about PTSD. 

 

Bek was another participant who had negative media experiences in the past which gave 

her cause for concern about involvement in my project. She explained that she had 

recently been interviewed for a newspaper article about her veteran partner Michael’s 

PTSD and their use of alternative therapies, including cannabis. She noted that while the 

journalist correctly reported their positive experiences of such therapies their views were 

juxtaposed with quotations from the Australian Medical Association (AMA), which 

labelled cannabis use dangerous. She felt that the story ultimately undermined them and 

their position, and she was therefore cautious about engaging with the media. 

 

Other participants said their primary concern was the potential for there to be negative 

implications for veteran family members who suffered from PTSD. Marissa recalled, ‘It 

was just being wary of how everyone would take it at the end I guess. And the judgment, 

if anyone had any. And if Mum would cope with that.’ Likewise, Karen’s anxieties about 

participating in the project were not for herself but for her veteran husband, Richard. In 

this case she worried that his involvement would potentially lead to a regression in his 

health and was therefore initially very cautious about accepting my request to participate. 

She explained:  ‘I never know what these experiences are going to do to him. And because 

we’ve come so far, but little things will take us back.’ Karen’s concerns highlight the 
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vulnerability of the population with which I worked in my documentary project, and the 

challenging ethical territory I traversed in collaborating with this population. 

 

Mediating Concerns: Rapport, Trust and Friendship Over Time 

Ultimately, participants said their anxiety about the project was mediated by the personal 

relationship we had developed prior to them telling their story on film. Indeed, the 

centrality of the relationship of trust between participant and filmmaker was a theme 

which recurred as interviewees recalled their experiences of the project. Yet, as Nash 

(2011a, 10) asserts, ‘trust is an under-theorised aspect of documentary ethics.’ Liz said, 

for example, that she knew ‘it would not be like A Current Affair24 or anything like that, 

where they chase you down with a camera.’ She said that she knew that was not the ‘type 

of documentary’ I intended to make. Additionally, she recalled being reassured by me 

before filming that I would not ask any questions that were uncomfortable or difficult. 

 

Karen explained that she did not feel vulnerable or exposed despite publicly sharing such 

personal experiences because we had developed a relationship from strangers to friends.  

Karen: I didn’t know you from a bar of soap before you walked in the house that 

day. It’s not just, ‘I’m here for an interview and then I’m not interested in talking 

to you again. Thanks. I got what I needed.’ You actually do develop relationships 

and that stands you aside from people who are just interviewers. You are not an 

interviewer. You build relationships. 

 

Liz added to this view foregrounding the way in which friendship can be used to create a 

space where the participants can unfold their emotions in front of the camera. As Canet 

(2016, 156) argues, having a participant reveal themselves emotionally requires ‘the 

 
24 A Current Affair is a long running television tabloid news program shown nightly on Channel 9 in 
Australia. 
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director and the subject to establish a friendship, a relationship of complicity between 

them’ forged over time. 

Liz: The way you did it wasn’t clinical… I’ve done some interviews where they 

are very clinical… I think it’s really professional of you having that friendly, sort 

of being friends, because personally I think it helps. Personally, I think it helps 

from our perspective like it put me at ease. So, I think that helps, so when I was 

talking about I’ve been interviewed before that’s clinical, I think sometimes it’s 

an agenda. Not to get too close to that person. 

 

Like Liz, Donna had been involved in other media projects. She was surprised by the 

ongoing nature of her participation in the documentary. Interestingly, the participants 

noted the difference in their experience. Donna contended: 

Donna: I just thought you were going to come out and ask some questions and 

that would be it and it’d be two minutes…When Channel 7 came and did a story 

they filmed for like three hours and two minutes went up. So that was what I was 

thinking…I didn’t really have an understanding of what it really was and then, I 

just thought that it would be a short film and I didn’t imagine that it would be 

ongoing that it has been. The process has been ongoing, so, I didn’t imagine that. 

 

Donna’s narrative emphasises the complex and contested nature of informed consent in 

documentary filmmaking (Nash 2012, 328; Pryluck 1976, 25; Thomas 2012, 334; 

Winston et al. 2017, 112). While this is implicit in her quotation, other participants made 

the point explicitly. That is, they stated that when they signed the informed consent they 

did not necessarily think they were agreeing to participate in a project which would go 

over a number of years. 
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Therapeutic and Empowering Impacts for Participation 

Understandably, participants remarked that the day of filming was emotionally fraught as 

they were revisiting emotions and topics that were raw, personal and deeply felt. Liz 

recalls being a ‘bloody blubbering mess’ throughout the filming. Likewise, Marissa found 

the interview process emotionally gruelling disclosing it left her feeling ‘exhausted.’ 

Additional emotional weight was felt by participants as they cared deeply about the 

project and wanted, as Bek explained, ‘to come across in the exact right way in order for 

it to speak to them and to resonate.’ However, and importantly, participants also found 

the experience of telling their story on film to be akin to therapy. I provided a safe space 

during the interviews by reassuring the participants they did not have to answer any 

questions if they felt uncomfortable and they could choose to stop the process and 

withdraw without penalty. The participants shared their stories without judgement or a 

time limit, and, in doing so, they were able to process what they had been through and 

feel a sense of worth from being heard. 

 

Research indicates that sharing stories is a therapeutic and empowering process (Corrigan 

et al. 2011, 79). Indeed, scholar and filmmaker Steve Thomas (2012, 334) states, 

‘documentary is not a form of counselling although it can sometimes be therapeutic.’ 

Similarly, participants in filmmaker Jan Cattoni’s (2011, 56, 66) film After Maeve (2006), 

commented on the interviews as having a ‘therapeutic component’ and as being 

‘personally very cathartic.’ Equivalent views were shared by participants in my creative 

project. Marissa, for example, spoke of the documentary interview process as a form of 

therapy for herself and her veteran mother, Andrea. 

Marissa: It sounds weird maybe, it’s a good way to cope. I feel like it’s a very 

good, you know we went through VVCS and all that stuff, but this was a different 

external avenue to really go through everything emotionally and because you also 
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know that you’re teaching other people. And when you’re just with you and the 

camera stuff comes out that you don’t even realise, and Mum’s going through it, 

and so you really get to see the real nitty gritty side of people that are involved. 

And I think it was a little bit of counselling in a video, for us. 

 

Even when some of the concerns about involvement came to fruition, such as the films 

causing distress for the veterans, this was outweighed by the more positive outcomes. Liz 

explained that her husband Scott was distraught after first viewing the film. She observed 

that seeing her on the ‘big screen’ talking about the emotional pain she had experienced 

caring for him initially caused him distress. However, she noted that he now often directs 

people to it, particularly veteran friends who also suffer from PTSD. 

Liz: Like when he’s talking to a lot of the recipient people who ring up and he 

always says, ‘You know, I think you should have your partner watch The Ripple 

Effect.’ And, you know he often says ‘No your wife’s not being a bitch. Maybe 

you need to see it from a different perspective.’ 

 

The films were therapeutic and empowering for participants because they were used to 

educate extended family members about PTSD and its impact. Donna, for example, 

explained that her veteran husband had not communicated with his family of origin about 

his PTSD. However, the film has allowed them to understand his situation with one of 

his sisters commenting, ‘We had no idea that’s what it was like.’ For Donna the film has 

become a ‘transitional object’ – ‘a tangible’ outcome of participation that she can show 

to family to represent ‘her own relationship with storytelling’ (Coffman 2009, 75). 

 

Through meeting each other as part of the film series participants said they developed 

new social networks which assisted in knowledge and information sharing about dealing 
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with PTSD as a veteran or family member of a veteran. Meeting others in a similar 

situation made participants feel less isolated. One reflected on watching a film in which 

she did not feature and said that it was affirming to realise, ‘Oh gee, that happens to you 

too.’ Liz conveyed her reaction to being part of a public screening of the films posting on 

Facebook: ‘It was comforting in an odd way to see that myself and my family are not 

alone.’ Another participant observed that meeting other through the film facilitated her 

greater involvement in the broader community of veterans and veteran families. 

 

Participation also fostered new networks with professionals. For example, as a result of 

their involvement in the film Bek and her partner Michael were invited to take part in a 

scientific study on the benefits of cannabis with the University of Melbourne. Bek was 

pleased that the film had given her authority in relation to the use of cannabis to treat 

PTSD. Liz said the films also gave her organisation, Whiskey’s Wish, a legitimacy with 

the military it had not previously enjoyed. 

 

Overall interviewees recalled their involvement with a sense of personal achievement and 

pride. Liz summed up these sentiments stating: ‘Even if we’ve changed one life, that’s 

probably more than most people would do in a lifetime.’ 

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed the experiences of six participants involved in The Ripple Effect 

of PTSD (Melzer 2016a). Interviewees’ narratives about involvement spoke directly to 

Sanders’ (2012a, 233) claim that, for participants, ‘the positives do not relate to the 

screening of the film, but rather to their contributions to the project as a whole.’ They 

talked very little about the individual film in which they were involved. In contrast, they 
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spoke of the series of films as a totality and, even more so, of a larger project of giving 

visibility and support to women caregivers of veterans with PTSD. They explained that 

they were motivated to share their deeply personal stories for altruistic purposes. They 

came to the project with an agenda which did not simply mirror my own but expanded 

and elaborated on it. Over the course of the project we developed a relationship which 

belies the advice typically given to beginning documentary filmmakers of the need to 

‘build rapport.’ As interviewees explained, it was a relationship marked by friendship but 

also mediated by my positions as filmmaker and doctoral student. In the following chapter 

I reflect more upon these different subjectivities and the ways in which they informed my 

emotional state over the course of the research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: IMPACT ON FILMMAKER 

 

Introduction 

Alex Kelly (2013, 14) attests that ‘independent filmmakers and artists expend a huge 

amount of energy, both personal and organisational, making their content.’ I take up this 

issue in this chapter drawing on the notions of ‘vicarious trauma’ (Lerias and Byrne 2003) 

and ‘emotion work’ (Hochschild 1983). I detail the ongoing challenges I encountered 

across my doctoral project that provides testament to the complex relational and 

emotional skills required in film-based research. These challenges included accessing 

participants, undertaking sensitive interviews, dealing with impact partners, and 

negotiating the military landscape. 

 

Becoming a Filmmaker 

In 2010, with the support of my husband, children and my parents I embarked on my first 

term of undergraduate studies. It was much harder than I had imagined. Every week I 

questioned if I had the energy to get through another week. At the end of 2013, I 

successfully completed my double degree, a Bachelor of Business majoring in Supply 

Chain Management and Logistics, and Bachelor of Arts majoring in Screen Production. 

I was invited to undertake the Griffith University Bachelor of Arts Honours degree 

program, Screen Production, which I accepted. My supervisor was Dr Beattie and I 

successfully completed the degree in December 2014 gaining 1st class Honours. After 

five long years of juggling my family responsibilities, part-time work and university 

studies, I was exhausted; I took a six-month break before commencing a doctoral degree 

and scholarship in July 2015.  
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Vicarious Trauma: Filmmaking and Mental Health  

I had not heard the term ‘vicarious trauma’ until seven months into my studies. On the 

day, I presented at a seminar for veterans with PTSD and their families organised by one 

of the film participants. I realised upon arrival that I was the only speaker who was not a 

medical practitioner or a member of an ESO working with veterans. A psychologist 

presented before I did, and during her presentation a veteran sitting a couple of rows in 

front of me became unsettled and his body shook uncontrollably. I was shocked at how 

quickly the situation escalated and wondered what happened. The psychologist did not 

panic. She grabbed both his hands and asked him to start counting with her at a slow pace. 

He calmed down as he followed her instructions and was soon apologising for the 

episode. During the break I asked the psychologist if she was okay. She replied that she 

was. When I told her I found it a bit upsetting, she cautioned me to be careful of ‘vicarious 

trauma.’ I was not sure what she really meant but nodded and agreed. 

 

The first time it became really clear to me interviews could affect me emotionally was 

during an early interview in the film series. I had a pre-interview ‘getting to know you’ 

meeting with a caregiver who appeared buoyant and self-assured. I was consequently 

taken aback by her fragility and distress during the interview. I asked if she wanted to 

stop filming. She replied no and continued to tell her story as tears fell:  

I have a fair idea of what goes through his head. A lot of the times that scares you, 

you sort of think, ‘Do I go to work today? Do I not? What are the implications of 

me not going to work?’ And you can’t say anything like, ‘Oh no we can’t do that 

because we can’t afford it.’ They then blame themselves. Everything comes back 

to, ‘Oh that’s all my fault. That’s my fault. That’s my fault. That’s my fault. That’s 

my fault.’ It’s a vicious… it’s a terrible way to live. It is. A really, really terrible 

way to live (The Ripple Effect of PTSD featuring Liz Jackman, Melzer 2016a). 
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I was moved by the poignancy of Liz’s distressed narrative. As she recounted her fears 

and frustrations, along with a deep sense of isolation and helplessness, she wept openly. 

She seemed desperately sad. She was in financial difficulty and was dealing with an 

incapacitated husband who could not help with household tasks or assist with collecting 

children from school or activities. I sought to demonstrate my engagement with her story, 

but also to maintain composure and control. I was conscious of an earlier statement she 

had made to me about wanting policy change not sympathy. It was also still very early in 

the process of filming and I was anxious about maintaining a veneer of professionalism 

which I thought meant avoiding overt displays of emotion.  

 

After this interview, I climbed into my car and sobbed uncontrollably. It had required 

considerable emotion work to supress my visceral response to the story Liz recounted. I 

was exhausted and dejected. I felt my research was not going to help the people I was 

interviewing, and I questioned if it was in fact doing harm. I was acutely aware of the 

inadequacy of my films to change lives in a positive way. My aims and hopes for the 

creative project seemed naïve and empty. I turned the music on the car radio up to almost 

full volume attempting to stop myself from spiralling further. I released buckets of tears. 

Normally I would look at footage I shot the same evening or the next day, however I 

could not look at the footage for at least two weeks after the interview. I needed some 

distance to shake it off. 

 

I was finding the doctoral project more difficult than I had anticipated. I discovered 

through experience that I could not conduct more than two interviews per day as my 

energy levels were depleted, and after really upsetting interviews I would need at least a 

day away from the research material to recover emotionally. However, it took me weeks 
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before I felt strong enough to look at Liz’s interview footage, worried I would re-

experience the intense feelings of guilt, sadness, powerlessness and helplessness. I 

worked on other films as I needed to distance myself emotionally. 

 

The problem for me was that this interview was not an isolated incident. These feelings 

occurred during other interviews. I decided not to transcribe footage that was distressing. 

This was a protective tool because it meant I did not listen to the story repeatedly, however 

during editing, the story that was not on the screen would reappear in my mind from 

nowhere and tears would well in my eyes.  

 

I became further aware of my emotional vulnerability at the premiere of the film series. 

The event was a significant undertaking akin to planning a wedding. I had negotiated for 

RSL Qld to host and to pay for the buffet luncheon. I organised the marketing which 

included, posters, postcards, stickers and printed coffee mugs as thank you gifts for the 

participants and major supporters. I was fortunate to have the much needed help of my 

husband, Robert, and my sister Jacquie, at the premiere and was pleased my big day was 

successful. The impact of my research was apparent straight after the screening with 

audience members coming up and offering flattering comments. In many ways, it was an 

incredibly positive experience emotionally, but as I recorded in my journal there were 

still emotionally challenging moments: 

During the screening of the films I became quite emotional watching Marissa and 

Andrea’s story – because I had a phone conversation with Andrea who is still 

struggling. It is really heart breaking and I hope that by talking about it, it can help 

them in some small way (Research Journal, 1st July, 2016).  
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After the premiere I was taken back when a research colleague disclosed that she had 

found the films very upsetting as she had been diagnosed with PTSD in her twenties for 

childhood abuse. I was shocked when she initially told me and felt responsible that my 

films triggered her all these years later. PTSD was circling me and never allowing me 

emotional respite. I tried to assure myself that I was researching this topic as an outsider 

and could, if I just worked hard enough, maintain an objective emotional distance. 

 

A year after I had experienced the distressing interview I presented a conference paper 

which included reference to this particular interview. As I was speaking my chest 

tightened, my throat restricted, my voice wavered and my eyes watered. I was apologetic 

for my display of emotion, but the audience of experienced film and screen academics 

reassured me that they have been emotionally affected as filmmakers. It seemed that, 

while there is little public recognition of the fact, I was not alone in finding documentary 

film production emotionally gruelling. 

 

An Emotional Flashpoint 

In writing about her experience as a beginning researcher working with disadvantaged 

youth who faced problems such as homelessness, substance abuse and mental health 

issues, Sherry (2013, 285) chronicles the emotional toll of working with a marginal and 

vulnerable group. She highlights what she labels as ‘emotional flashpoints’ in the 

research, most particularly the death of a participant with whom she had developed a 

close bond. I experienced a similar emotional flashpoint in my research at which point I 

realised I could no longer keep my work at an affective distance. The turning point was 

when I received a heart-breaking message from a PhD colleague, that her veteran son had 

committed suicide and become the latest victim of the ripple effect of PTSD.  
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The day after I received the message, I was sitting comfortably next to my eldest son on 

a plane on my way to attend the Melbourne WebFest in which my film series had been 

nominated. Imagining myself in ‘protective clothing’ or behind ‘bullet proof’ protection 

– strategies recommended by The Dart Centre (Rees 2017) for dealing with trauma – 

seemed trite and completely unviable. The window I had been peering through as the 

outsider observer into the veteran community was shattered. My friend’s son had not been 

well enough to participate in my films. Nevertheless I connected with his girlfriend and 

sent her private links to view the films. Throughout the doctorate my friend was an 

ongoing source of enthusiasm and support for me and my work. A year prior to his death 

she had been at the premiere of my creative project. She had clasped her hands and nodded 

approvingly as I spoke, later writing on the series’ Facebook page ‘Well done to everyone 

associated with your vital project – brave voice’ (July 2, 2016). I was and remain 

devastated for my friend. The films I had produced and had hoped would help change 

people’s lives had not been able to help her son. I had read the literature on veterans with 

PTSD and knew that the risk of suicide was high (O’Toole et al. 2015), but until this time 

my knowledge was academic not personal, subjective and emotional. The seriousness of 

PTSD and the reality of the limitations of the films were hammered home to me and 

permeated my mind. On my return home my husband questioned me about my emotional 

state. Of course, it is typical for doctoral studies to be emotionally consuming, but this 

was more than immersion in a project. I did not recognise myself as the emotionally 

vulnerable and distressed person I had become.  

 

Emotion Work and Impact Documentary: Engaging an Impact Partner 

In keeping with my commitment to impact documentary, I sought to engage the 

community in my creative project, first targeting what is the largest and most well-known 

Australian non-government organisations dedicated to the welfare of veterans, the RSL. 
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The RSL was an obvious potential partner given that it is the oldest and most prominent 

of the many ESOs that exist in Australia today. However, from my Honours project I was 

aware that many veterans have an ambivalent relationship with the organisation. This has 

been documented by Ryan (2013, 46) who observes that while the RSL is the premier 

ESO in Australia, it has also been ‘found wanting’ by contemporary veterans in terms of 

its response to them and their concerns. This includes in relation to PTSD (Lattouf 2016).  

 

After considerable consultation with participants, I decided to approach RSL Qld. They 

highlighted the economic, social and cultural capital of the organisation, and reiterated a 

perspective that has been articulated by scholars undertaking research collaborations with 

the military (e.g. Gray 2016; Stavrianakis 2006). That is, while collaboration may risk the 

militarisation of research, a failure to engage can hamper a study’s impact limiting the 

potential for productive conversations with the military about policy change and 

circumscribing knowledge about the nuances of the sector. I developed a solid working 

relationship with the RSL Qld Marketing Manager. On 12th October 2015, I submitted a 

grant application to RSL Qld which was unsuccessful. I was informed that funding had 

been allocated to 

Events or projects that aim to achieve increasing medical understanding of PTSD 

with the intention of assisting advancements in treatments or focus on increasing 

the availability of programs that assist the management of PTSD (Personal 

Correspondence, 30th October, 2015). 

 

Fortunately, the Marketing Manager believed my efforts to raise awareness of the effects 

of PTSD within the wider community were critical to removing the stigma associated 

with mental health issues. She kept my request on file and later offered a licensing fee for 

the documentary series. It was a major step forward. After many meetings and months of 
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negotiations, the deal was agreed upon. She would help create a marketing plan to 

disseminate the films with a regional outreach campaign. She cautioned me that RSL Qld 

is a very conservative organisation and, as a result, may not agree to upload the film 

featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding as it discusses medicinal cannabis. 

I was resolute; I would not edit the film and remove the cannabis content. In the end, I 

listed the complete seven-part series in the negotiated contract, and RSL Qld agreed to 

upload all seven short films to their website. There was no mention of medicinal cannabis 

in the negotiation. Things were looking up. It was a significant victory, not only because 

the RSL is a conservative organisation, but it is also an organisation that is well resourced, 

credible and networked. 

 

However, just days prior to the films being uploaded, Bek Houghton told me that she did 

not want her story to be shared on the RSL Qld website. There always seemed like there 

was one more hurdle to jump. In my journal I recoded my extremely fragile emotional 

state: 

I am not in a good mood and it is extremely hard to stay positive and not just say, 

“Fuck it all!” and let everything dissolve. For years I have had to fight to keep 

going academically. Why? Because of time and money. I feel extreme anxiety 

over finances. I have tried very hard to secure funding but at present it hasn’t come 

through. Everything is building up in me (Research Journal, 22nd September, 

2016). 

 

When Bek called me, she was sobbing. I was calm and expressed concern for her despite 

my own anxieties and frustrations. I asked her why she had changed her mind, as she had 

previously given permission for the film to be uploaded. Bek told me she had been 
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approached by the RSL Qld to develop a program to support partners of younger veterans 

with PTSD. She explained: 

I wrote this program and I put it to them, and they said, ‘We love this idea. We 

will definitely do it. We’ll do it this year.’ 

 

After this Bek heard nothing back from the RSL Qld. A year later her partner Michael 

saw a post on Facebook announcing that the RSL Qld was running a partners’ program 

for veterans with PTSD. No-one in the organisation had contacted Bek or invited her to 

attend. There was also no acknowledgement of her involvement in initiating the program. 

Through tears she told me she was both angry and upset. 

 

I reassured Bek telling her we could take the film out if that was what she wanted. At the 

same time, I asked her if it was possible to look past this incident, and her understandable 

feelings of hurt and frustration, the rationale being that there is ‘a higher purpose’ 

(Rosenthal and Eckhardt 2015, 194) of ensuring the films reached a larger audience. I 

asked Bek to sleep on the matter and give me her decision in the morning, before restating 

my commitment to taking the film down from the website if that was what she decided 

she wanted. The next morning, I breathed a sigh of relief as I read a text message from 

Bek giving permission for RSL Qld to upload the film to the website on the basis of her 

commitment to the broader aims of our collaboration. 

 

Again, as so often seemed the case with my films, this was just a minor reprieve 

emotionally. A series of events conspired to unravel the relationship I had worked so hard 

to forge and foster with RSL Qld. The Marketing Manager, with whom I had established 

a good working relationship, left to take up other employment. Her position was filled 

temporarily by a colleague who was not invested in the marketing plan we had developed. 
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This was first evident when I received a text message from Kirsty Greenshields. She 

excitedly revealed that she had been asked to speak at the RSL Qld event that had caused 

so much distress for Bek. When I asked Kirsty if they were showing her film in the 

presentation, she said she had asked, but was told there was not enough time. I then 

contacted the replacement RSL Qld Marketing Manager with the aim of convincing the 

organisation to change its decision. She told me that management had discussed the films 

but decided they were not right for this event. During this period RSL Qld was under 

daily media attack for allegations of financial misconduct. I sensed that management was 

reluctant to screen the films as they could be seen as too political. However, I reiterated 

to the RSL Qld Marketing Manager that the event represented a significant opportunity 

to promote the films to its target audience of caregivers of veterans with PTSD. I thought 

it was a missed opportunity, especially considering it was part of the agreed upon 

marketing plan. Henceforth I knew that everything I had negotiated would have to be re-

negotiated. This was a sobering realisation. I also felt disempowered. I resigned myself 

to the fact that I had negotiated with the impact partner to disseminate the outreach 

campaign, however I did not negotiate to have influence over how, why, when or where 

they used the films. 

 

A further tension emerged around the distribution of the films with occasional struggles 

over their ownership. I found myself using language of ‘intellectual property’ on 

occasions and questioned my commitment to participatory filmmaking. I detailed one 

episode in which this came to the fore in my research journal: 

I was contacted by Bek asking if it would be okay for her to publish her film. I 

declined her request. I had told everyone that I didn’t want the films to be publicly 

distributed until after the private premiere screening and then they could be 

released on people’s websites and so forth. Perhaps it was me as a filmmaker 
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saying, ‘Yes it’s your story but it’s my film.’ There’s definitely a power struggle 

(Research Journal, 18th June 2016). 

 

Emotion Work and Impact Documentary: Dealing with the Military  
 
The target audience for the film series was primarily caregivers of veterans with PTSD. 

To reach this target audience I emailed the Soldier Recovery Centre, Enoggera Barracks, 

Brisbane on the 8th April 2016 requesting a meeting. I was subsequently invited by a 

senior officer from the Barracks to present clips from my films as part of an address to a 

Collaborative Health and Welfare Forum the Centre was convening. In an email to me 

the officer commented that he saw a ‘potential benefit’ for the films to be screened to 

families of soldiers and also believed there was ‘a benefit in raising awareness of your 

series to health and mental health care providers within Australian Defence Organisation.’ 

On receiving the email, I wrote in my journal: 

I am thrilled with this result as I was actually expecting resistance from the 

Defence Organisation because the films discuss anecdotal therapies. I feel like 

this is a positive step for veterans and their families (Research Journal, 9th May, 

2016).  

 

As so often was the case throughout this project, this emotional high point dovetailed 

with an incredible negative emotional experience. As suggested by the officer who invited 

me to the forum, I planned to screen an excerpt from the films, as well as a short clip from 

one of the educational videos, at the Collaborative Health and Welfare Forum. However, 

prior to the event I received an email from another officer at The Soldier Recovery Centre 

advising me that I would not be able to screen any footage at the forum due to technical 

issues. He added that he did not think it was appropriate to show personal stories at this 

meeting. The sense of excitement I had felt at being invited to present was not just 
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tempered but squashed. I was left feeling confused and anxious that my message would 

need to be moderated to avoid jeopardising my nascent relationship with defence 

personnel. In my journal I wrote: 

I am putting my hand out for them to assist in disseminating the films and the fear 

of them cutting ties and not supporting my creative research project influences the 

decisions I make – in my presentations not my films (Research Journal, 23rd May, 

2016). 

 

Surprisingly, my presentation at the Collaborative Health and Welfare Forum on the 8th 

June 2016 was well received. During the meeting I was asked by the senior officer who 

had initiated the invitation to me to present about a media strategy. He suggested that 

Defence media could assist. He asked if I was interested in presenting in Canberra. I 

accepted the verbal invitation and was pleased with his enthusiasm. Heads were nodding 

in agreement. The senior officer made a recommendation to advertise the screenings of 

the film series to base personnel, to the Defence Community Organisation (DCO), the 

Defence Families of Australia (DFA), the RSL and ESOs. He also mentioned there was 

potential to have the series receive wider advertising through the widely circulated and 

read internal newspapers of the Defence force. 

 

As I could not screen footage at the forum I had taken a laminated film poster as a ‘prop’ 

for my presentation. When the meeting concluded an officer asked if he could keep the 

poster as he knew a couple of the participants in the documentary series. I agreed. There 

was a buzz around my films. I was approached from all angles. ESO members handed me 

business cards and asked if they could be invited to the upcoming private screening. The 

Soldier Recovery Centre requested copies of the series for the Defence Chaplaincy 

workshops. I organised a limited edition of DVDs with the assistance of GFS technical 
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department for this purpose. I had hoped to form an impact partnership with the Brigadier 

and The Soldier Recovery Centre and followed up with several emails following the 

forum, but nothing further eventuated. 

 

It is difficult to know why the senior officer’s recommendations – that are documented in 

the meeting minutes – never eventuated. Perhaps they were ignored and/or thwarted 

further up the chain of command. Perhaps the senior officer and his team at The Soldier 

Recovery Centre are more progressive than their superiors. To the Brigadier’s credit, 

several of the film participants were invited to speak about their experiences at The 

Soldier Recovery Centre on the basis of their involvement in the creative project.  

 

Emotion Work and Impact Documentaries: Responding to Social Media 

A significant proportion of the emotional labour around ensuring impact for my films was 

expended in online communication. As detailed in Chapter Three, when I first started this 

project I first created a website. I also established a Facebook page for the film series 

which became the mode of engaging with the public and participants about the films and 

the educational videos I produced to accompany the films.  

 

The comments in response to the videos were often sent by fragile and vulnerable people 

who were struggling with PTSD or caring for someone with PTSD. They were stories of 

anger, frustration, sadness and distress. While the videos had support services listed in 

the credits, when messages conveyed a sense of a potential danger or extreme anguish I 

wrote to the poster suggesting contacts directly. The post below, from a female carer of a 

veteran with PTSD, is illustrative of those that I received: 

My husband won’t seek help. He doesn’t think he needs it. I have sought help 

from a psychiatrist and psychologist to help myself in our marriage. It’s so 
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difficult. It’s like a spouse going to Al-non when the alcoholic won’t go to AA. Is 

anyone else in this same boat (September 4, 2017). 

 

As I had interviewed some female partners who were in similar situations I reassured this 

poster and offered some solutions.  

I am sure others have been in your situation or are in the same boat. I will post a 

link below to a PTSD carer and partners’ online group you can join. There will be 

lots of caregivers and wives that will be able to chat with you and may have 

solutions they can suggest. I am not sure if you have seen The Ripple Effect of 

PTSD? … Each film offers ‘lived experience’ and so I encourage you to view 

them. Thanks for commenting (September 4, 2017). 

 

I received further feedback on the films via private messaging on The Ripple Effect of 

PTSD Facebook page. In many cases people simply wanted to tell their PTSD story. An 

example of this type of message was one I received from an American father, who wrote 

to say his son had served in Iraq and suffered from PTSD. While his son survived a suicide 

attempt, he died after being shot and killed in a violent confrontation with his girlfriend. 

His son was 31.  

 

As so often was the case when I received messages of this type, I felt obliged to reply and 

offer comfort. While I was cognisant that the message could be sham, I was equally aware 

that it could very well be genuine. After several interchanges the father wrote: ‘My son 

is a light in a dark world, a star.’ I agreed, and the communication ended. This kind of 

intimate connection with strangers about grief is something I could not have anticipated 

when starting my doctoral research. When I first established the Facebook page I did not 

foresee how emotionally gruelling it would be to engage with people online about the 
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films with posters using the site as a forum to share their own unbearably sad stories of 

PTSD. 

 

Aware of my increasing emotional fragility I considered walking away from the project, 

but this was not possible. My inability to do so is reflective of Nash’s (2012) argument 

regarding the theorising of power in studies of documentary film ethics. She rightly 

contends that we need to move beyond what is still the dominant way of understanding 

power in studies of documentary film ethics, that is the notion of the film maker as all-

powerful and the participant as powerless. Nash (2012) demonstrates that power is not 

monolithic or a zero sum game. It is dispersed, contingent and localised. The notion that 

the filmmaker is always powerful as they can ‘walk away’ obscures their own investments 

and connections to a project. In my case I was a doctoral student mid-scholarship when I 

contemplated abandoning the study. I knew I would never get another scholarship if I left 

and this was the only way I could ever have afforded to pursue higher education. I am 

middle aged and, with my husband, support teenage children as well as aged parents. As 

a family we had made numerous sacrifices to enable me to undertake further study and 

this was the final hurdle to future work opportunities. Perhaps even more importantly I 

felt a deep obligation to participants. I had asked them to tell me their stories which they 

had done with graciousness and openness. Walking away would mean not honouring my 

commitment to them and I could not countenance this as an option. In much the same 

way emerald and Carpenter (2015, 747) acknowledged that the ‘emotional labour of 

research’ raises the inevitable question ‘why do we do this?’ They explain that their 

emotional labour fuels their commitment to giving ‘voice’ to mothers of children with 

severe disabilities.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have explored the impact of ‘bearing witness’ as a documentary 

filmmaker (Rabiger 2004, 15). While filmmaking is perhaps always an emotional 

endeavour, it is arguably more accurate when the filmmaker is inexperienced, financially 

struggling and engaging with vulnerable participants about a troubling and fraught issue. 

All these factors were pertinent to my creative project. Like others who have suffered 

emotional overload in research or what Wray et al. (2007, 392) label ‘researcher 

saturation,’ I have found the process of reflecting about how I was emotionally affected 

by my creative project therapeutic, and as such, an important strategy of self-care 

(Malacrida 2007; Woodby et al. 2011).  
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter I return to the research question detailed in the introduction and summarise 

the main findings in relation to the impact of my creative project on the community, 

participants, and on me as a filmmaker. I use this discussion as a spring board to identify 

areas for future research in the study of ethics and documentary filmmaking before 

offering some final reflections on my research. 

 

Return to Research Question 

This thesis has examined the impact of my creative project The Ripple Effect of PTSD 

(Melzer 2016a) on the community, on participants, and filmmaker. A key finding from 

this discussion is that it is possible for someone like me to produce a film series that has 

impact – that is, a mature aged woman with minimal resources, equipment and funding. 

It is possible for low production films to be valuable and to create social impact. This is 

an important finding, given that there are major barriers to accessing highly competitive 

film funding, meeting a broadcaster’s requirements, and securing international theatrical 

releases to reach global audiences (Ulin 2010). This is particularly crucial for female 

filmmakers, who, historically have been greatly disadvantaged by a lack of funding for 

distribution and exhibition (Blonski et al. 1987, 125; Knight and Thomas 2008, 362). I 

hope this offers encouragement to film students and emerging female filmmakers. At the 

same time, it is important to acknowledge that a lack of resources and a commitment to 

social impact create additional emotional challenges for the documentary filmmaker.  

 

What facilitated the social impact of my films is the rise of social media. In my work I 

have followed Beattie (2008) exploring digital distribution to increase audience 

engagement. The key platform I utilised was Facebook. Moderating Facebook is time 
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consuming and increases the emotional work of a sole operator. At the same time the 

platform is cost effective, connects the filmmaker directly with their audience and records 

viewing statistics for data analysis. The series went viral on Facebook and films continue 

to be shared two years after being uploaded. Importantly, film participants shared their 

films on their Facebook pages which substantially increased the number of viewers. This 

demonstrates the multiple advantages of involving participants in a film project.  

 

In terms of participant impact three key themes are relevant. Firstly, participants in the 

film series demonstrated and enacted agency throughout the process. In many respects 

they are a marginalised group (Mansfield et al. 2014; Yambo and Johnson 2014), but they 

were not entirely powerless. Thus, we need to think beyond the collective caution of 

filmmakers whose ‘notions of “Do no harm” and “Protect the vulnerable”’ are standard 

bearers for addressing ethics in the relationship between filmmaker and participant 

(Aufderheide et al. 2009, 6). Certainly, at present, as Thomas (2017, 136) rightly 

observes, the complex ‘circulation of power’ within documentary film and participant 

agency have ‘largely been ignored in the literature,’ which is in contrast to what occurs 

in the everyday reality of documentary practice.  

 

In exploring the participants’ experiences I began my in-depth interviews with general 

questions about their experiences in the media and with documentary form. Interviewees 

explained that they carefully considered their participation weighing up potential negative 

and positive outcomes. They came to the project and proceeded through the project with 

their own agendas (Sanders 2012a, 249). They wanted to redress the stigma around PTSD, 

give a profile to those who care for veterans with PTSD, show PTSD was treatable and 

build a community around caregivers of people with PTSD. They were literate media 

consumers and cognisant of the politics of representation in documentary practice. 
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A second and related finding in relation to participants is that involvement in the film 

produced a wide range of positive emotional and material benefits. There has been very 

limited narrative space in society for women to talk about their experiences of caring for 

veterans with PTSD. The opportunity to do so as part of my research was greatly valued. 

Additionally validating for participants was hearing others tell stories that reverberated 

with their own. Film participants found the filmmaking process healing and therapeutic. 

Involvement in the films afforded them an array of rewards that I had not anticipated – 

pleasure, self-confidence, new networks, authority, personal achievement and pride. 

Again, these types of very powerful outcomes of involvement in a documentary project 

are rarely given due attention in discussion about ethics. 

 

The third theme of relevance emerging from interviews with participants is that their 

positive experiences of involvement were underpinned by a relationship of trust, care and 

communication with me as a filmmaker. The crucial role of communication in shaping 

an authentic and productive relationship between participants and documentary 

filmmaker has been highlighted in the literature (Sanders 2012a; 2013). Also emphasised 

in research is the intense and intimate connection between filmmaker and participant with 

Nash (2011b, 6) citing producers who refer to it in terms of ‘love.’ What has been afforded 

less attention is what this means in terms of labour for the filmmaker, and moreover, how 

this may impact on the emotional health and wellbeing of the filmmaker. 

 

The majority of film participants viewed me as a friend. Some told me they consider me 

a member of the family and have joked that I will never be rid of them. I often refer to 

the film participants as my friends and introduce them as such. This echoes Enrica 

Colusso’s (2017, 155) view of the filmmaker/participant relationship as being ‘extremely 



 116 

personal’ embedded in ‘qualitative listening and a mutual awareness capable of profound 

transformation on both filmmaker and participant.’ In contrast, it differs from 

Aufderheide’s (2012, 369) definition of the complex filmmaker/participant relationship 

as being ‘less than friendship’ but ‘more than professional.’  

 

Following from my discussion of the impact of the film on participants, I moved to 

consider how the process of producing the film series impacted on my mental health,  

drawing on the notions of ‘vicarious trauma’ (Lerias and Byrne 2003) and ‘emotion 

work/labour’ (Hochschild 1983). An important framing for this discussion is my status 

as a doctoral student, beginning filmmaker and precarious employee in academia as well 

as wife, mother, daughter and friend. What I have revealed is that many of the crucial and 

everyday practices of documentary production require significant emotion work on behalf 

of the filmmaker. These include accessing and interviewing participants, negotiating with 

impact partners for distribution and engaging with social media. 

 

 While I have focused in this exegesis on many of the gruelling emotions in the 

filmmaking process there were also many positive emotional outcomes of my creative 

project. Indeed, the resilience of the film participants has given me strength and taught 

me that it is acceptable to seek help and support. Similarly, like Dominey-Howes (2015) 

who has written about the emotional impact of interviewing survivors of the Izmit 

earthquake, my experiences have given me empathy as an interviewer and fostered my 

determination to complete the research and to disseminate my work. I have also found 

the process of reflecting on the emotional experiences of my creative project in this paper 

therapeutic (Mauthner and Doucet 2003, 419) – albeit similarly discomforting – and 

recognised writing as an important strategy of self-care (Woodby et al. 2011).  
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As I look back on the production of the film series I understandably have reflected on 

how I could have ensured the research did not emotionally affect me as negatively as it 

did. I worked mostly as a sole operator and so was on my own for most of the interactions 

with participants, impact partners and others involved in my film. I met with my 

supervisors regularly, but I did not talk to them about my emotional state until late in the 

project. There was a range of reasons for this, including that it took some time for me to 

realise how affected I was by the project. I hoped that my emotional fragility would pass, 

and I was self-conscious. The latter was no doubt connected to the lack of any reference 

to emotional vulnerability and documentary filmmaking and my assumption that taking 

up the identities of ‘professional’ and ‘academic’ required a suppression of emotion. In 

similar reflections Rager (2005, 24) explains that she did not talk to her supervisors about 

her emotional vulnerability as she had ‘not yet encountered writings of the effects of 

emotionally laden research,’ and felt that what she was experiencing was not unique and 

best kept private. In the final six months of the three years of my doctorate I sought 

professional help. After the tragic death of my friend’s son I made an appointment with 

my General Practitioner (GP) at the insistence of my husband. The GP referred me to a 

psychologist. Together we developed a wellbeing plan that included counselling sessions 

and the implementation of a range of self-care strategies which included meditation, 

exercise and healthy eating. In counselling we discussed emotional triggers and identified 

ways in which to avoid or minimise their impact such as maintaining balance in the time 

I devoted to certain tasks and writing a journal detailing my emotional responses. It was 

at this stage that I discussed my emotional wellbeing with my supervisors. They were 

extremely concerned, anxious and apologetic about not having been aware of the extent 

of my emotional struggles. They suggested I take a break from the project but by this 

stage I had begun to feel better.  

 



 118 

The question of how to ensure emotional trauma does not occur or to limit its potential 

affects has been a recurring one in the literature with many pointing to the need for formal 

recognition of the issue in ethical frameworks. As Eriksen (2017, 275) has recently 

explained, any such framework would need to negotiate a ‘fine line’ in assessing the 

potential for trauma for researchers while also recognising researcher skills and capacities 

to monitor and address signs of distress. Moreover, like others, she contends that there 

are already multiple frameworks and processes in place not only in relation to ethics but 

also in terms of occupational health and safety25 and that these could be extended to 

explicitly address researcher wellbeing, rather than only participant wellbeing (e.g. 

Dickson-Swift et al. 2007; Dominey-Howes 2015). She recalls that when she sought 

ethics approval for her work on the impacts of bush fires, attaining institutional ethics 

approval required extensive attention to the health and wellbeing of participants, but at 

no time was she invited to address her own emotional health and wellbeing. What she 

suggests is that the two should both be given institutional weight. This would mean 

strategies to reduce the risk of researcher trauma, especially for novice researchers, would 

be included as part of the methodology and ethics submission of a research project. The 

types of strategies repeatedly highlighted in the literature are preparatory work to increase 

awareness, the development of self-care plans, access to support services and debriefing 

opportunities, (Clifford 2010; Rager 2005; Woodby et al. 2001).  

 

Future Directions 

This exegesis has demonstrated that there is an urgent need for future research on 

emotions and documentary filmmaking. Scholars could take up the ‘empirical turn’ in 

 
25 In Australia, there is the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (2018) and within 
individual universities there is ethics application processes and review committees monitoring the 
conduct of approved protocols and guidelines. 
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/file/publications/17628_nhmrc_-
_nhmrc_the_australian_code_for_the_responsible_conduct_of_research_-_v1-1-accessiblefinal_0.pdf 
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research on documentary film and ethics and interview filmmakers about the emotional 

impact of their work (Sanders 2012a, 315). This research could assist in delineating the 

different dimensions of emotional labour involved in filmmaking and, most importantly, 

assist in identifying strategies for redressing the potential emotional fallout in filmmaking 

practice. Research that focused on comparing how beginning and experienced filmmakers 

deal with emotion work would be particularly useful. It is also imperative that filmmakers 

themselves begin to write more openly and reflexively about their own affective 

experiences of filmmaking, emulating the type of writing that has emerged on qualitative 

research and emotional trauma. 

 

Further to the above we need to continue to understand more about participants’ 

experiences of documentary filmmaking. We need research which is not framed by 

reductive assumptions about all powerful filmmakers and non-agentic participants. We 

also need work that considers participants’ experiences beyond instrumentalist ethics 

requirements such as whether those involved have provided informed consent. This is 

undoubtedly important however, as this project has demonstrated, it is a mere starting 

point in understanding ethics in documentary film practice. As Nash (2012, 320) has 

written, while informed consent is considered the ethical touchstone in documentary 

filmmaking, empirical research demonstrates that in longitudinal collaborative 

documentary projects the favoured broadcast model of informed consent is not suitable 

or adhered to, and instead a model of situational continuous consent is employed (Thomas 

2012; 2017). As such we need to understand much more about these particular situational 

contexts and how they were negotiated. 
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Final Reflections 

At the beginning of the doctorate, I imagined myself a neutral and detached researcher – 

recording the reactions, views and standpoints of participants involved in the films. I 

never anticipated that my own emotions would emerge as an issue. Indeed, to admit to 

and record my own emotional difficulties has felt self-indulgent and narcissistic. I was 

acutely aware of the harrowing everyday lives of many of my participants and my own 

privileges in having a supportive family and an opportunity for further study and 

education. It felt audacious to be claiming I was impacted by the filmmaking when I 

considered the pain and trauma participants had disclosed. As Drozdzewski (2015, 31) 

observed in talking about her emotional reactions to narratives of Holocaust survivors 

‘focusing even momentarily’ on her own ‘secondary trauma’ was ‘inconceivable.’ I was 

also fearful of being judged as unscholarly and overly subjective. I was anxious about my 

scholarship and filmmaking capacity being negatively judged as lacking rigor and 

objectivity. I was well aware that traditionally, objectivity and the absence of emotion 

have been highly prized in academia and equated with professionalism, rigour and quality 

scholarship (Probyn 2005). This means that researchers who talk about emotions may feel 

‘exposed’ and face risks (Haynes 2006, 217). As a nascent filmmaker I wondered about 

the career limiting potential of disclosing the emotional toll of my work when so many 

more experienced filmmakers have had so little to say on the subject. I pondered the costs 

of being a beginning filmmaker and publicly aligning myself with emotions.  

 

Ultimately, however, despite these misgivings, I have explored my own emotional 

journey in this paper as it is a crucial part of my documentary filmmaking experience. It 

could not be quarantined or dismissed. Indeed, as I have argued, the emotion work I 

undertook was crucial to the project’s success facilitating access to participants, securing 

their ongoing involvement, encouraging them to share their stories with openness and 
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candour, and motivating them to distribute and promote the films. While demanding, 

draining and difficult, emotion work is a necessary element of quality documentary 

filmmaking. Being able to display a range of emotions such as empathy, engagement and 

care are required skills for ethical filmmakers working with difficult stories.  

 

The types of suggestions proffered in the literature to avoid or minimise emotional 

vulnerability are not ones I adopted as a beginning researcher. In the early phases of my 

project I was focused almost entirely on the ethics of the emotional health of participants. 

The scholarly literature on documentary film and ethics in which I immersed myself made 

no mention of attending to your own emotional wellbeing as a filmmaker. This is not a 

subject that has been addressed in research, despite the welcome and ‘growing interest in 

professional ethics’ in documentary film production (Nash 2011, 2). What this highlights 

is that we need to be explicit in naming emotions in film production and candid and honest 

in detailing their manifestations and implications in our filmmaking documentary 

practice. We need to broaden the purview of research on ethics and documentary 

production to consider not just the impact on participants, but also the impact on the 

filmmaker, recognising that filmmaking is not just a technical endeavour but an embodied 

practice imbued with emotion. 
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METHODOLOGY: PAPER EDIT – USING THREE ACT STRUCTURE 
 
Beginning - establishing Afghanistan Veteran Michael PTSD and Bek is his carer 
Conflict - Traditional medicine not working - unhealthy. 
Resolution - Alternative therapies they use to manage symptoms 
 
Synopsis- Afghanistan veteran Michael Harding and his carer Bek Houghton struggled with PTSD symptoms, through their journey they 
discovered many alternative therapies which has turned their lives around. 
 
BEK= RED MICHAEL = GREEN 
ACT 1. 
SET UP THE REAL WORLD 
04:27 – 07:14     “…” it was actually through Michael’s health crisis that it became my health        crisis. “…” there’s a lot of statistics out there 
that say when someone is diagnosed with a terminal or life changing disease or illness that instantly their time to go: Oh! I need to start changing 
my lifestyle and changing things up and that’s their health crisis, is that diagnosis of a terminal illness or a disease. To me, Michael’s diagnosis as a 
post-traumatic stress disorder, was my health crisis because it affected me so dramatically in my life and obviously was affecting Michael 
CATALYST: CALL TO ADVENTURE 
09:22 – 11:01  When I first got back from Afghanistan a lot of my condition was actually physically manifested I suffered full body 
involuntary twitches. Over time as I did more work with the psychologists the twitches reduced, and I was more suffering from the psychological 
side of PTSD. I’d have mood swings, aggressive outbursts, suicidal tendencies. I became an alcoholic. I was prescribed a number of medications. I 
withdrew from not just my friends but from my family as well. I didn’t like going out to the extent that even if Bek needed me to go to the shops 
I’d sit in the car she’d have to go in, I’d lock the doors and just zone out on the phone, so I was distracted from what was happening around me. 
Even then that would’ve been a struggle. With the treatment I was receiving I also gained a lot of weight. The medications I was put on turned me 
into a zombie. I was barely out of bed by 2 o’clock in the afternoon. I just started drinking because I wanted to feel something over the top of the 
zombie feeling. The alcohol made me gain weight and really caused tension in the relationship. 
REFUSING THE CALL 

11:                                         11:36 – 15:39   “…”I was totally against all drugs, including alcohol, including cigarettes.  
 
ACT 2. 
THE MENTOR: HELP FROM BEYOND 
11:36-15:39 “…” many veterans were talking about the benefits that they had received from using cannabis. “…” Michael actually then started 
using it and it just blew my mind. I just could not believe the positive benefit that he received from that. “…”. it was actually giving him an entire 
night’s sleep, as opposed to waking up every hour or two hours“…” 

07:20 –                                  09:42    “…” we changed our eating habits “…” He lost thirty kilos in about a space of about, maybe three months. “…” He had put on so much 
weight, just from taking the medications and drinking alcohol on a daily basis. “…” 
“…”  there’s countless amounts of evidence out there suggesting that nutrition can have huge positive changes on your mental health state and 
that’s certainly what we found. 

01:30-05:00 “…” for me using alternative therapies has been a change from night to day “…” good results with the cannabis giving relief not only from the 
anxiety or depressive symptoms of PTSD but also as most combat veterans are aware you suffer from a lot of pain or chronic pain ailments as well 
from carrying heavy loads, so it gives me relief from those symptoms as well so that’s been something I’ve found a really keen interest in and hope 
laws will change and I can actually start doing it in this country rather than overseas. 
CROSSING THE THRESHOLD: PROTAGONIST CONFRONTS THEIR DESTINY ACCEPTING THE CHALLENGE 
17:35 - 19:59  “…” floatation was the next modality that we added …” as soon as we got Michael into tank he was sold the very first time which 
was really interesting because prior to that he was almost anti, saying: I’m not paying anyone to lie in a bathtub full of water. 
So, to get him in a tank and to see, literally, the transformation in his face after one hour… it was incredible, you know. It was like I hadn’t actually 
seen him smile for five years, you know. It was… he was the old Michael. “…” 
TESTS AND OBSTACLES: THE SUPREME ORDEAL 
20:26 - 24:56      “…” I had experienced severe depression, anxiety, suicidal tendencies, the isolation, all of the things that so many partners 
experience.  
 
ACT 3. 
REBIRTH: THE REWARD 
20:26 - 24:56 “…” I knew all the things that was helping Michael, I was seeing the benefits that were helping Michael and all these other 
modalities, they helped me dramatically. 
15:50 – 17:28  Yoga is a spiritual aspect that we really took to Michael’s healing and really reincorporating yoga, mindfulness, meditation, all in 
that sort of box. Yoga is a mooding meditation and it has taught Michael or given Michael the ability to actually calm himself down when he’s out, 
you know, around, doing his thing in crowded places. “…” 
THE ROAD BACK 
00:00-00:1:30 For me having a carer has been massively vital in terms of me coming to where I am now “…” Bek is probably the person 
that’s actually saved my life, so she was the one that was able to get me to realize that I could actually take my health into my own hands and even 
though I still suffer symptoms of my condition, I’m able to have a better quality of life again”…” 
FINAL ORDEAL: A MORAL CHOICE 
21:14 – 21:19 Yoga, floatation, exercise, nutrition, everything. You use that with another natural modality that resonates with you that you get 
benefit from it will change your life. It allows you to take control of your life. It allows you to experience the difference between what life was on 
medication . It was a really exciting times I’d imagine to re-experience life and . Instead of bedridden and in excrutiating pain.  I hated living like 
that it was not sustainable living like that it had Michael decide no I’m not going with your treatment.  drinking a bottle of scotch every night I’m 
so grateful he trusted me he wanted to change. He didn’t want to be depressed. He has so much potential.  
RESSURRECTION: NORMAL WORLD IS TRANSFORMED, CHANGED FOREVER 
13:30-15:29  the advice I’d give to any veterans that are sort of suffering or finding it hard to deal with their symptoms, I’d say number 
one, reach out to an ex-service organization whether it be the RSL or Mates4Mates or Trojans Trek or Soldier On, there’s many of them out there 
now, so each one of them is doing their own thing in their own way and if that doesn’t resonate with you just keep looking. Online there’s a lot of 
resources now whether that be for ESO’s or just googling how to treat PTSD alternatively.   
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APPENDIX C 
Table of Impact Outcomes – The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) film project. 

Date Impact Outcomes 
September 2015 Created website as place to archive film series, Coming Home (Melzer 2014); 

Educational PTSD Videos (Melzer 2015); The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 
2016a).  
Created Facebook Page a platform for blogging and sharing films. 

November 2015 Presented and screened two edited versions of the films featuring Karen McLaren 
and Donna Reggett at Operation PTSD Support group respite weekend held in 
Maroochydore Qld Australia. 

November 2015 Filmed and took still photos for the films featuring Naomi Enchong at the 2015 
National Veterans’ Suicide Awareness Campaign at Parliament House in Canberra 
Australia. 

February 2016 Presented and screened the films featuring Karen McLaren and PTSD Educational 
Videos featuring Dr Andrew Khoo (Melzer 2015) at Invisible Wounds Information 
Seminar, Ipswich Qld Australia. 

June 2016 Presented at the Collaborative Health and Wellbeing Welfare Forum held at The 
Soldier Recovery Centre Gallipoli Barracks Enoggera Brisbane Australia. Donated 
10 copies Limited Edition DVDs of the film series with PTSD Educational Videos 
(Melzer 2015) to the Australian Defence Organisation Chaplaincy workshops.  

June 2016 Uploaded on the website ‘Phone Camera Videos’ by film participants who discuss 
what motivated them to be in the film series. 

July 2016 Private Premiere screening of The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) 
sponsored by RSL Qld. 

July 2016 Interviewed about the film series by Paul Wright for Griffith Centre for Creative 
Arts Research (GCCAR) News Bulletin Brisbane Australia. 

July 2016 Uploaded PTSD Educational Videos (Melzer 2015) featuring Dr Andrew Khoo  
August 2016 Vietnam veterans’ Joe Gates and Richard McLaren both featured in my Honours 

films Coming Home (2014), these films as well as the film featuring Karen 
McLaren were part of an historical 50th anniversary Pop-Up Museum: The Battle 
of Long Tan held at Currumbin RSL. Advertised in local newspapers. 

September 2016 Film featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman semi-finalist in Los 
Angeles Cinefest Film Festival. 

September 2016 Media interview article in the Portland Phoenix Magazine about nomination of the 
film  featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding. 

October 2016 The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) screened across three Griffith 
University campuses during Mental Health and Wellbeing Week supported by 
GUPSA. 

October 2016 Received a GUPSA bursary to attend the Veterans Film Festival in Canberra 
Australia. GUPSA promoted my research in the online article – In The Spotlight. 

October 2016 FilmInk article mentioned The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) featuring 
veterans’ Kirsty Greenshields and James Greenshields selected in the Veterans 
Film Festival.  

October 2016 Film participant James Greenshields interviewed on Brisbane 612ABC radio drive. 
October 2016 Received License Fee from RSL Qld for the film series, disseminated on RSL Qld 

website and YouTube channel. 
October 2016 Participants uploaded their films to their websites. ESOs: Weeded Warrior, 

Whiskey’s Wish, Operation PTSD Support group, The Centre for Resilience. 
October 2016 Interviewed by Paul Wright for GCCAR article, Filming the Families of People 

with PTSD featured in the GCCAR News Bulletin. 
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November 2016 Film featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding nominated in Cinebis 
Film Festival USA.  

November 2016 Videoed an important message of policy change for veterans announced by Donna 
Reggett at Operation PTSD Support, caregivers and partners retreat held at 
Maroochydore Queensland Australia (see Chapter Three). The updated video was 
shared through Facebook and added to the end of her film. 

November 2016 Films featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding, as well as, veterans 
Kirsty and James Greenshields, featured with selected films from the Veterans’ 
Film Festival for Remembrance Day on FOXTEL Aurora channel. 

November 2016 The film series donated to The Australian War Memorial National Film Collection. 
November 2016 The film featuring Liz and veteran Scott Jackman was screened to a class of high 

school students at Mt Maria College Samford Australia. Liz and Scott conducted 
a Q&A after the screening and allowed the students to engage with the service dogs 
in attendance as part of their educational program. 

December 2016 Interview with Faith Valencia Forester about the films for radio segment entitled 
The Nexus of Mental Illness and Domestic Violence. Interview included veterans 
Kirsty and James Greenshields and aired on The Wire, Independent Current 
Affairs, Community and Indigenous radio. 

January 2017 The film featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding selected in The 
Cause Film Festival and awarded second runner-up. 

February 2017 Print and Online Magazine. Qld RSL News featured article highlighting the film 
series and includes an interview with film participant Marissa Josephs. 

February 2017 The film series selected in the non-fiction and student category of Online Video 
Awards Brisbane Australia. 

February 2017 ABC Radio interview about medicinal cannabis with film participants Bek 
Houghton and veteran Michael Harding. 

February 2017 Quest Community Newspapers article about medicinal cannabis featuring Bek 
Houghton and veteran Michael Harding. 

March 2017 Veteran Andrea Josephs uploaded the film series to (ESO) Matilda Poppy website. 
May 2017 Mardigrass 25th Annual Festival 2017 Conference held in Nimbin, New South 

Wales Australia, screened the film featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael 
Harding. Bek Houghton was in the Q&A that followed the screening. 

June 2017 Presented paper, ‘Power, Positionalities, Participants: Taking a Reflective Lens 
To The Documentary Filmmaker/Participant Relationship’ (Melzer 2017a) at the 
ASPERA Conference held at Bond University, Gold Coast Australia. 

June 2017 Screening of the film featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman with Q&A 
after the screening at Melbourne WebFest Australia.  

October 2017 Presented paper Toil and Trauma: The Turning Points In A Filmmaker’s Research 
On Trauma (Melzer 2017b) and screened excerpts from The Ripple Effect of PTSD 
(Melzer 2016a) at the FreshLines Postgraduate Symposium Griffith University 
Nathan Campus Australia. 

March 2018 The film featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding continues to be 
part of Cinebis Film Festival Tour Educational Program, Colorado USA, touring 
with the Plant A Seed for Cannabis Education.  

May 2018 Guest Lecture ‘What Is A Social Impact Producer?’ Brisbane Australia. Screened 
the film featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman to Griffith Film School 
second year documentary students during my presentation. 
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APPENDIX D 

Film Festival Directors’ comments about selecting The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 

2016a) themed and coded and bold. 

  “The message was clear the way the story was told, it was delivered effectively, and it kept the 
audience engagement. It did not only play on emotion to get the message across but used facts 
and clever story-telling to do so.” 
Yolandi Franken, Festival Director 
Cause Film Festival 2017. Sydney, Australia. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 
2016a) featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding. Email, 18th September 2017.  
 
“It was well scripted, engaging, insightful and above all it was entertaining.” 
Tom Papas, Film Festival Director 
Veteran Film Festival 2016. Canberra Australia. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 
2016a) featuring veterans’ Kirsty and James Greenshields. Email, 16th September 2017. 
 
 
“Compelling narratives that personify the impact of PTSD. The stories succeed in educating 
and informing the viewer, while creating strong emotional connections with the talent.” 
Panel member, Melbourne WebFest 2017. 
Melbourne Web Series Festival, Australia. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) 
featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman. Email, 18th September 2017. 
 
“Carefully crafted stories on an important topic.” 
Panel member, Melbourne WebFest 2017. 
Melbourne Web Series Festival, Australia. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) 
featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman. Email, 18th September 2017. 
 
“For me, personally I think some of the stories in the series also have a real positive impact in 
showing personal growth through hardship.” 
Steinar Ellingsen, Festival Director 
Melbourne Web Series Festival, Australia. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) 
featuring Liz Jackman and veteran Scott Jackman. Email, 18th September 2017. 
 
“Within ten cinematic minutes, The Ripple Effect of PTSD did an adept job of introducing 
sympathetic subjects, detailing an issue and showcasing the solution applied. It fit completely 
with the festival/institutes mission of normalising cannabis use – both therapeutically and 
nutritionally. The international status of your entry also effected its inclusion. It was the desire 
of the curator to show a growing global recognition of cannabis therapy. In all, your film 
perfectly encapsulated the community-minded goals of our healthy cannabis festival. The Ripple 
Effect of PTSD continues to be part of some presentation programs as we’ve been touring 
alongside North American Cannabis science events with the Plant A Seed for Cannabis 
Education, combining ‘Science and Celluloid’ as educational assets.” 
Michael Edward Browning, Festival Director 
Cinebis Film Festival, Colorado USA. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) 
featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding. Email, 14th January 2018.  
 
“I wanted to add that Ripple Effect is desirably presented for a conservative audience. It was 
screened to clinical audiences in the certification classes we held in middle America. It was 
very well received last night.” 
Michael Edward Browning, Festival Director 
Cinebis Film Festival, Colorado USA. Screened The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a) 
featuring Bek Houghton and veteran Michael Harding. Email, 14th January 2018.  
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APPENDIX E 

Measures For Dimensions of Impact for The Ripple Effect of PTSD (Melzer 2016a). Using 

The Fledging Fund framework to measure impact (Barrett and Leddy 2008, 17). 

 

 

 

Fledgling ’s	Dimensions	Of	Impact

Themes Film Festival Director: Seven 
Comments total: coded and 
themed 

Varied Measurements used to 
analyse dimensions of impact  

Compelling Story 
Nine mentions total 
 
 

Six Mentions - Clever Storytelling; 
compelling narrative; crafted stories; 
well scripted; desirably presented; 
international status. 
Three Mentions – Emotion; 
emotional connections; sympathetic 
subjects. 

Festival Acceptance: Six 
TV Broadcasts: Two 
Cinema screenings: Three 
Community Screenings: Eight 
Radio Interviews: Three 
News Articles: Ten 
Limited Edition DVDs: Ten 

Awareness 
Eight mentions total 
 

Eight mentions - Message was clear; 
insightful; impact of PTSD; 
important topic; positive impact; 
personal growth through hardship; 
detailing an issue and showcasing 
the solution; normalising cannabis. 
 

Facebook Fans: 2042 
Facebook Impressions: 455k 
Facebook User Reach: 293k 
Audience:78% female 22% male 
Leading force among audience: 35 -
55-year age.  
Facebook comments facilitated 
dialogue. 

Engagement 
Seven mentions total 

Four mentions: Audience 
engagement; engaging; entertaining; 
very well received. 
Three mentions: Used facts; 
educating; informing.  

Vimeo views: 3127 
Lectures/Presentations: Five 
Shift from awareness to individual 
action: Letter sent by crew member 
to Prime Minister. 

Stronger Movement 
One mention total 

One mention: The film series 
continued to be screened to clinical 
audiences (18 months after being in 
festival).  

Advocacy of organizations utilizing 
film: Longevity of film. 

Social Change 
No mention 

No Mention Behaviour change in film 
participants and families: reports of 
family rifts being healed.  
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APPENDIX F  

Preliminary Analytical Codes  

• Fatigue 

• Finances lack of  

• Intellectual property 

• Commitment to additional activities for 

participants 

• Media training for participants 

• Emotional impact (especially given 

topic) 

• People pulling out, participants unwell, 

death in family. 

• Tensions RSL 

Outcomes of documentary 

• Personal Impact 

• Relationship (Liz, Scott hear for the first 

time) 

• Reconnect with family and friends 

• Silence/Social isolation of PTSD 

• Policy impact 

• Legitimacy of women’s group 

• Sheer number of ‘views’  

Participant power 

• Questions beforehand 

• Film ownership 

• Requests for recut 

• Representational concerns 

• Withdrawal after rough cuts 

• Educating filmmaker 

• Agency  

• Invisibility 

• Negative portrayal of PTSD 

 

Power dynamics 

• Power over participants 

• What is informed consent?  

• Lack of knowledge 

• Future assumptions 

• Incomprehension 

• Temporalities and involvement 

• Self on big screen 

• Self and story mixed with music/edits 

• Concern about retraumatised 

• Contradictions in representation 

• Policy experiences 

• Multiple requests for involvement in 

research/media  

• Experiences of prior exploitation by 

media 

 


