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Stacey Dooley
The TV documentary presenter and journalist talks about her new  
book, On The Front Line With The Women Who Fight Back, how she  

deals with insecurity and what it really means to face your fears

I wrote the book for the same reason I make documentaries 
– to raise awareness and fairly represent what’s going on in the 
world, so people can make up their own minds about how best to 
fight back. I don’t assume my work will make a big difference, but 
I think if I can bring certain topics to an unaware audience, that’s 
useful. It’s a great feeling when a teenager tells me they had no 
idea there were child soldiers in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo before they saw my film – and now they are fundraising. 
It’s a pleasure and a privilege to be able to open people’s eyes. 

When you meet people who have committed horrific 
crimes, it’s tempting to scream at them, but hate doesn’t 
make children or women safer, so you have to start a dialogue. 
I’ve learned to put aside my emotions and stay calm; to find out 
what they’re thinking. Sometimes, people show remorse, but 
often they don’t take ownership of their actions. The ISIS soldier 
who killed and raped so many people said it was circumstantial 
and he had to do it, and why couldn’t I see that? In Honduras,  
I spoke to a man who cut off his wife’s legs because she wanted  
to leave him. He said if she hadn’t behaved like that, it wouldn’t 
have happened. That level of evil is difficult to understand. 

In a hostile environment, I always meet good people who 
counterbalance the bad, so I do believe there are more good 
people than bad. So far, I haven’t felt like I need to talk to a 
therapist. I give everything I’ve got on location and, when I 
come home, I leave it behind. If you cling onto the negativity 
and pain, I don’t think you would be able to live a normal life. 

It’s admirable to have opinions, but it’s important to 
question them, and healthy to spend time with people who don’t 
feel the same way. After spending time with anti-abortionists in 
the US, I started to respect them; they were coming from a good 
place, however warped it may be. It’s a black-and-white issue for 
them but, for me, there are grey areas. Seeing it from their point  
of view confirmed my own beliefs, and that’s a positive thing, too.

I talk about being scared in the book and I was crippled with 
fear on my first visit to Iraq but I felt that, if I didn’t go, I’d feel 
like a fraud. If you’re outraged and vocal about how awful 
something is, then you’re given an opportunity to show what’s 
going on... If you shy away from it, it’s like: do you believe in it or 
not? I had a responsibility to help those women tell their stories. 
You have to take everything into consideration and take the leap.

I didn’t want to tell my mum I was going to Iraq as I knew 
she’d be worried, so I told her I was going to Turkey. When  
she found out, she didn’t speak to me for days! She is incredibly 
supportive, as is my stepfather, my sister, and my boyfriend  
– I’ve got a loving gang around me. It’s tricky for them when  
I go away for weeks, but you have to do what you think is right.

I’m not a highbrow, traditional journalist and was keen my 
book reflected that. I wanted to write in my voice; in a way that 
came naturally to me. It looks back at the past decade, since I took 
part in the documentary Blood, Sweat And T-Shirts when I was 20. 

Those who criticised me at the start of my career did me  
a favour, because I pushed myself to prove them wrong. When  
you are young, it’s easy to place importance on somebody else’s 
opinion of you. It was difficult to deal with people at established 
newspapers tearing chunks out of me; I had to grow a thick skin.

It would be easier to say that people’s comments don’t 
bother me, but that’s not true. At the time, I was bothered  
– I just try to be as honest and transparent as possible. In 2014,  
I was the only female under 40 shortlisted for a Grierson 
Award then, last year, I was shortlisted again, and was up 
against Nadiya Hussain in the best documentary presenter 
category, so it feels like we’re mixing it up a bit. The ratings 
speak for themselves, which makes me so happy! 
‘On The Front Line With The Women Who Fight Back’ (BBC Books, £14.99) is out 
now. Book tickets for ‘An Evening With Stacey Dooley’ in London on 29-30 April at 
theotherpalace.co.uk.‘Stacey Dooley Investigates’ is on BBC3 online and on iPlayer
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