Chapter 1:
Introduction

Media has the power to shape ideas, influence how we see each other and oftentimes
shape how we see ourselves. Accuracy is one of the most important values of journalism.
Authentic and accurate representation can break down barriers, explore new ideas, create
powerful change, and even inspire. In news, representation and inclusion can highlight unheard
voices and those who are misinterpreted; not only for ourselves, but for the future generations to
come. Representation can also influence people to follow in the footsteps of those who look like
them, come from similar backgrounds and personal experiences. This is what has inspired the
researcher of this project to become a journalist. The researcher was drawn to the industry
because of the influence from bold, strong and passionate Black journalists, specifically women.
In high school, she often imagined following the path of a local news anchor in her hometown.
Not only did the anchor eloquently deliver the news in a professional manner, but she was active
in the community and encouraged local youth to strive for greatness. The researcher considers
her to have been a dedicated mentor during her grade school years and even professionally.
Alongside the anchor’s influence and journalistic talents, the researcher also looks up to April
Ryan, Deborah Roberts, whom she’s previously worked with and the late Jovita Moore, who
passed away in 2021. The tenacity and grit of these women has shown that young, aspiring
journalists can strive and make change within their own communities and even the world. Their
display of representation as minority women in journalism was more powerful than just being on
camera. The researcher emphasizes that it was an envision of herself and where she imagines her

career and life to take her.

As we think about the past of journalism, there has not always been a significant range of

representation within the industry. In particular, Black and Latinx communities are often the



most underrepresented, according to the Pew Research Center (Atske, Barthel, Stocking, Tamir,
2019). More than 50 years ago, President Lyndon B. Johnson appointed a committee to take a
look at the lack of diversity in American newsrooms. The Kerner Commission was a final report
that declared the industry was not voluntarily or willingly promoting or representing minority
groups inside newsroom organizations as it should (ASNE, 2019). More recently, researchers
with Radio Television Digital News Association (RTDNA) and Syracuse University found that
newsroom diversity and inclusion related to Black and Latino groups has increased more in the
last 30 years. It’s gotten even better within the past five years. In 1990, it was only projected that
about 17.8% of minorities worked in newsrooms compared to the U.S. population. In 2020, that

number went up about 8.8% (Papper, 2020).

Representation could encourage a generation to transform narratives and drive
progression. Scholar Cristina Mislan, notes that journalism plays a crucial role in shaping and
reflecting formation processes (2018). In this research, the goal is to discover, understand and
develop further knowledge into the importance of representation for Black and Latinx
communities within the profession of news, whether that’s through the employees of a newsroom
or the content that’s delivered to the public. It’s important to get the perspective on how
representation has influenced the path and life decisions of minority journalists as they utilize

their experiences and knowledge to contribute to the industry and its mission.

Unwrapping the layers of this issue will be a tremendous addition to not only the
journalism industry itself, but potentially all industries. To give a more concrete distinction of
this research, the question it follows is related to the importance of representation to journalists
of color — specifically Black and Latinx professionals in local news. As previously stated, two

theories were utilized in this research; George Gerber’s cultivation theory and Russian



psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory. Combined, both of these theories
describe a way to seek understanding of the world in which individuals live and work. The
purpose is to rely on participant’s views of a situation that’s formed by interactions of others
through historical and cultural norms that influence their lives (Cresswell, 2013). The theories
will also detail a reflection of perception within marginalized groups. The goal of this research is
to influence the news industry to transform its documented customs, which have historically
limited the growth and evolution of underrepresented societies. More importantly, this research is
anticipated to be a catalyst for change in hopes to better reflect the communities served by news

stations and its journalists.



Chapter 2:
Literature Review

The news industry has had a difficult time attracting minorities to positions in
management and production (Brass, 1992; Owen, 2007). However, more than 25 years ago,
studies similar to the Kerner Commission report found a positive link between minority
ownership and management and more racially diverse newsrooms (Fife, 1986). However, as
recently as 2018, suggested research was directed towards hiring managers that pushed for more
diversity and representation within newsrooms (Coffey, 2018).

Representation Theory

Hanna Pitkin’s representation theory (1967) identifies four concept types of
representation: formalistic, descriptive, substantive, and symbolic. Formalistic representation
involves the process in which people of certain groups obtain roles and positions. That’s similar
to Coffey’s research for diverse hiring managers. It also taps into the idea of more diversity in
positions of news directors, general managers, presidents and vice presidents within newsrooms
and organizations. Pitkin furthers her research for descriptive representation as the ‘resemblance
of those being represented.’ This is the visibility of a diverse news team for diverse audiences
they are producing news for. This follows the position of reporters, digital producers, executive
producers, editors and assignment desk editors. Substantive representation entails delivering
news content and topics that represent the group— that for example, Black women pursuing
stories that affect other women of color and Hispanic men advocating for stories that include
other Hispanic men. This particular element within the theory relies on people feeling

represented by their own people, which is also considered symbolic representation.



Anne Phillips (1995) outlined four reasons that representation in news benefits Black and
Latinx communities: role model benefits (to help self-esteem and encouragement), justice
(providing a voice for the underserved), overlooked interests (recognizing overlooked stories and
content that matter), and revitalizing democracy rationale (where representation ensures
inclusion for all).
Social Identity Theory

In alignment with Pitkin’s representation theory (1967), Henri Tajfel’s 1970 social
identity theory is understood as a way to explain how individuals create and define their place in
society. Furthermore, it’s part of an individual’s concept of his or her own knowledge of one’s
self or membership within a collective group (2022). Stamps affirms that the social identity
theory also relates to someone’s commitment to their group in which it helps shape a positive or
negative perception of others within that same group. Tajfel suggests that one person’s race,
specifically for minorities of Black and brown communities, is a primary part of one’s social
identity. He even connects it to functioning in the same way as other identities and
characteristics. Within social identity comes the ideas and beliefs of that particular group. Many
people personalize the values of their racial group. As a result, this often impacts how they
visualize certain stereotypes, ideas, and messages of that community (Tajfel, 1978). In research,
Stamps found that Black and brown individuals often receive social cues from news media of
what is acceptable. As a result, minorities gain a greater understanding of interracial relations as
well as perceptions of their community based on what is presented on local news. Although these
perceptions may not always be accurate, it’s often said, “what we see, we believe.” Ward (2004)
found media exposure among minority audiences to often be negatively connected with

self-esteem and social identity. Due to the powerful connection that social identity has within



news media and its audience, it’s also paralleled with the influence that representation has for
Black and brown individuals. This not only pertains to how they are perceived by others, but
directly how they perceive themselves with their own group.

Representation in Local Newsrooms

For local newsrooms, off-camera staff and production team members also play a vital
role in the reflection of representation. This is aside from hiring managers and the talent that
viewers see and other employees potentially look up to. This is not only limited to just a
newsroom, but the progression of the journalism industry as a whole. Newsrooms are more
diverse with journalists from a variety of ethnic and cultural backgrounds (Richardson, 2022).
According to a study conducted by RTDNA and Syracuse University, Black and Hispanics only
make up about one-fourth of the U.S. news workforce. The researchers found that white men and
women still hold the highest percentage of on and off-air representation within newsrooms
(2020).

The media’s failure to fairly represent minorities in all positions in news organizations
maintains the reality of social inequalities (Gerber, 1972). Journalists possess gatekeeping power.
Not only through stories and content, but their image and relationship to the community. In
relation to this topic, Poindexter, Smith and Heider (2003) argue that the lack of minorities in
newsroom staff also affects news coverage and the stories/images which are portrayed to
viewers. Their study looked at not only how minorities were depicted but more importantly, the
study examined how the racial makeup of the newsroom staft influenced how content was
produced and perceived. As previously mentioned, many scholars link the lack of minority
coverage to the shortcomings of minority professionals working off-screen (Nishikawa et al,

2009). Nishikawa et al conducted interviews with nearly a dozen different minority professionals



within mainstream media to understand how important their roles play in the delivery of
representative content. The research included different ages, both male and female, and different
experience levels within the media industry, particularly in news.

The findings illustrate that a variety of those interviewed agree that their presence within
media advocates for minority communities and allows for better representation that reflects
groups fully and fairly. In support of the positive impact that racial representation can have in
media, a diverse team can also influence other racial groups to learn and become more sensitized
to ethnic issues and perspectives (2009). Nishikawa et al also adds that diversity in production
and executive positions can make for fuller and richer portraits of marginalized groups and open
doors for more broad decision-making for the voiceless.

Representation in Local News Content

As a viewer or employee within a newsroom, it’s not just about seeing someone that
looks like you on camera, but also seeing those positive influences through the messages and
stories that air on the news channel. As previously mentioned, employing a diverse group of
journalists with different perspectives is likely to be reflected in the types of stories aired. More
importantly, Richardson believes it can impact the audiences attracted (2022). Dixon and Linz
(2000) suggest in their own research that news content disproportionately depicts minorities as
criminals or lawbreakers and has appeared to be consistent in news coverage for decades. In
addition, they found that some local news stations do not always actively and consistently show
the positive positions within news organizations that can influence for a more accurate outcome
of the image of Black and Latino communities.

Richardson (2022) examined newsroom diversity from 64 media markets. Through his

content analysis of photos and story coverage from 193 stations in total, he found that non-White



news professionals can give visibility to minorities, push coverage of issues relevant to minority
views and bring cultural understanding to stories that other groups may find unfamiliar. Diverse
newsrooms that properly represent different socio-economic, educational, and cultural groups
lead to a “richer” variety of stories about people of color (para. 12).

To emphasize why representation matters within local news, some journalists actively
work to transform the narrative of Blacks and Latinos in news coverage. Journalists who are
consistent in this often develop tactics to counter-balance the traditional representations or
stereotypes of minorities. Purposefully, they often interview non-White witnesses and experts
and avoid sources or witnesses that speak or act like negative stereotypes (2015). Research found
that non-White student and professional journalists who are dedicated to representing minorities
properly, used three times as many non-White sources than their white counterparts. This effort
towards inclusion and equality works to change the historical position of disenfranchised viewers
(2008).

In addition, Mastro and Stamps (2018) argue that Black and Latino audiences consume
more media than any other racial group. As a result, minority viewers are more vulnerable to the
unfavorable images and stereotypes. Other researchers argue that local TV stations may be
“trusted” by viewers who see themselves in the news team identities and content (2013, p.170).
Might they also be more trusted and inspired by future journalists? Moreover, frequent positive
content, whether on TV or online, can show journalists other successful professionals in the
industry. Similar to the researcher’s own experience, the greatest influence of representation can

be a mirror to another industry professional, which can help them see themselves for the better.



Research Questions for Participants

The questions below reflect the primary research question of “how important

representation is to Black and Latino journalists?”

RQ1. When you watch or read the news, do you feel that you and your community
are represented? Why or Why not?
RQ2. Why does representation matter to local newsrooms?
o How is it an influence to Black and Brown journalists?
RQ3. How does the news content that your team produces represent Black and

Latino communities? Is it accurate or not?



Chapter 3:
Method

The research was conducted through a qualitative content analysis from a list of
semi-structured audio and in-person interviews. Through this form of interviewing, the
researcher pre-formulated a list of questions related to the subject of representation and news.
However, other questions were added within the interview to add context and interpretation.
With the freedom of semi-structured interviewing, it allows the conversation to flow without
specialized organizations —giving a more natural element of engagement. Instead of using other
interviewing processes, semi-structured interviewing allows for the researcher to also ask
questions that may arise while the participant is answering another. There are not as many
restrictions compared to structured interviews. Furthermore, this method has assisted in
identifying participants' attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, and motivations for the topic (Creswell,
2013). It also allowed for a better understanding of how messages and context of stories can
influence certain feelings or behaviors of viewers. Most importantly, it’s a more personal
interaction between the interviewer and the participants.
Participants
To properly obtain different views and perspectives from broadcast newsrooms, ten
participants were recruited from several local news stations in metropolitan Houston, Texas. This
location was selected based on annual city reports of diversity and evolving demographics
(Wallet Hub, 2021).. All participants are current and former employees of the three stations
analyzed within this research. Participants were interviewed in person and over the phone. The
interviews were recorded to use for future research and transcript purposes. Participation in each

interview took approximately 20 minutes.



The participants were selected based on a variety of different professional backgrounds,
experience, age and gender. By doing this, it effectively provided an array of perspectives and
understanding from journalists at all levels. The position titles for the participants ranged from
reporter, anchor, director, editor, producer, executive producer, photojournalist and senior content
manager, assignment desk editor, and news director. These are essential employees that drive
newsroom diversity and help shape the content that is created and delivered to the public. Their
experience levels range from two years in the industry to more than twenty. As previously
mentioned, the professional individuals were selected from three Houston-based local news
stations. KPRC Channel 2 News, KTRK ABC13, and KTMD Telemundo were the stations
chosen for this study. More specifically, these news stations were selected following MuckRack’s
rating of them as some of the top stations in Texas for English and Spanish-speaking viewers
(2022).

The specific geographical location was selected because Houston is significantly diverse
in its communities. The city is made up of more than two million people. According to Wallet
Hub (2021), Houston ranks as the nation’s most diverse city. That’s compared to three dozen
more including New Jersey, New York and Dallas. Research found with the U.S. Census Bureau
states that Houston’s racial demographic is 47% White, 44% Hispanic/Latino, 23% Black and
7% Asian (2022). Based on these numbers, it could be added that both Hispanics and Blacks
combined play a large role in what the city of Houston looks like. It also shows the importance
of the voice of Black and brown people, whether it’s in news, politics or community advocacy.
Picking a diverse city such as Houston adds value to this particular research because it shows
that even one of the most diverse and culturally rounded cities in the nation may or may not

represent all of the people in its radius. Although there is not substantial research on the efforts



of representation within news organizations in Houston, this location will open the doors to tap
the surface of questioning the experiences and influences of local news professionals and
journalism students. More importantly, the purpose of research is to create the necessary

conversation that may develop an urgency to uncover further details regarding this topic.

To delve into the specifics of the participants, the difference in ages provide the
perspective of someone who is actively learning and absorbing all the journalism industry has to
offer, while comparing it to the experiences of someone who has dedicated their professional
career for a long period of time to the industry. Their ages range from 20 years old and 53 years
old. To give balance on the selection of participants, five Black professionals and five Latino
professionals were included. Each one takes on the role of the previously listed professions

within the journalism industry.

As stated within this section, the interviews were recorded, transcribed, then coded.
Coding is the process of identifying, labeling and analyzing data in qualitative research. This
defines different themes and concepts that attribute to the language of the data. Particularly,
open coding was used to analyze the recorded interviews. By doing this, the message/text will
be broken down into smaller parts, then analyzed for an in-depth meaning (Blair, 2015). The
transcripts of the participants were analyzed, then coded based on each question and the

response given.



Chapter 4:
Results & Findings

After conducting the necessary interviews with the selected participants, the results
varied based on opinions, perspectives and experiences of those involved. How important is
representation in local news to Black and Latinx journalists? The data reveals that minority
journalists, no matter the professional role or experience level, believe representation of all
communities not only help evolve the foundation of a newsroom, but provide an array of
perspectives that assist in diversifying the news team and the content delivered to the very
communities with dedicated viewers. To break down the results and findings within the research
through each question, half of the participants believe their community is represented when they
watch and read the news. The other half does not believe their community is represented.
“Honestly, I have limited my news intake because I do not feel like my community is
represented,” said Stephanie, a director with ABC13. “At least not in a positive light. I am tired
of seeing minorities look like a joke to everyone. These news stations may not believe they’re
doing it, but we do more than rap, sing and play sports. That’s why I am disappointed in the way
we are represented in society.” However, to compare the question with the views of another
professional within the industry, Rachel with KTMD Telemundo believes her community is
represented when she reads and watches the news. “Most of the time, I believe my community
is represented,” said Rachel, “That can be in news stories or the people that are on-air. When I
see a Latina anchor or other journalists on TV, it shows that we are successful, but not all the

time. There are times where we are not properly represented in the media.”

In addition, at least five of the total participants mentioned they would like to see more
representation of their community where minorities are not visualized as negative characters or

stereotyped within society. All participants concur that representation matters within a local



newsroom. “It’s important so we can tell an accurate story and give people the full picture, said
Rilwan, a reporter with KPRC. To further support the result of the interviews, all participants
concluded that representation drives a newsroom. This is said to be true based on various
experiences in the journalism industry combined with the ideas and suggestions of those from
particular cultural backgrounds. Other participants agreed with Rilwan’s opinion that
representation offers different connections to story content and pushes for change of historical
narratives that are no longer parallel with the accuracy of one particular group. “Having a
diverse group of people reflected not only on-air, but also behind the scenes to help with
production is a good way to get everyone represented within our newscast.It matters because
people are able to connect with their culture and things that they care about because it impacts
them,” said Brittney from ABC13. Each participant added they believe representation has
played an important role in their own career decisions. Several of them mentioned if it were not
for other minority journalists they admire, they would have not thought to pursue a career in the
industry. “If I never saw a, let's say, a Latina woman in journalism, I probably wouldn't have
done it. When I was in college, I worked with the newspaper and my advisor was a Latina
woman. Who she was really encouraged me to strive for something in this field. She was so
confident and inspiring. It wasn't until [ saw a Latina woman in journalism, seeing how much
she loved it, that is when I changed my mind,” said reporter, Makayla Hernandez.
Representation and encouragement from other minority journalists is the very point of this topic
which has influenced the decision of Hernandez and other journalists to add to the list of
changemakers. In addition they’ve become a voice for their own community, making further

transformations of the idea of particular groups.

However, there were differences in some of the results based on the participant’s



interviews. When asked, “How does the news content that your team produces represent Black
and Latino communities? Is it accurate or not,” a couple journalists were hesitant with their
answer, however, they proceeded to say that their newsroom, in their opinion, did not positively
represent minority communities as best as they possibly could. Brittney from ABC13 said, “ I
don't think that our content represents Black communities as much as it should. It represents
other communities in a better light. Even Hispanic communities are not always stereotyped in
the most negative way. When you watch the news, Black men and women are always criminals.
But I believe some news stations and even ours has a bad habit of doing this, it shows these
negative stories of Black people and minorities and the content can influence people to believe
that’s how they are. We could do better when it comes to how we’re writing and showing

videos.”

Although answers and perspectives are based on the individual’s own judgment, it is
important to add that the journalists who feel this way are Black and believe their newsroom
could do better when hiring more employees that are from their same ethnic background. In
comparison, the Latino journalists that were asked this same question say they believe their
newsroom properly represented their community. It’s important to note that the Latino
participants that answered as such work at KTMD Telemundo. However, the other Latino
participants that think otherwise work at the other two stations. All in all, within the questions
that were asked, there were some similarities and there were some differences, but it was all
based on personal perspective and the particular newsroom that each journalist worked in.
Based on the review of the interviews, it seems that the journalists at Telemundo and KPRC
believe their newsroom represents Black and Latino communities. Journalists at ABC13 seem

to believe there are some shortcomings with the representation of their newsroom and its



content. In the final result of the research, it was concluded that even in a metropolitan city such
as Houston, some of the top newsrooms could still work on their representation and how it
influences their content and employees. However, all journalists agree that representation is

essential when cultivating a newsroom that represents the world in which they live.



Chapter 5:

Conclusion

In conclusion, more than six decades after the Kerner Commission issued their report on
the diversity of newsrooms, it seems there’s been a lot of transformation and evolution within the
journalism industry. However, with the results of this research and the opinions of the
participants, newsrooms and media companies have more work to do in effort to reflect a more
diverse makeup of professionals and the content that depicts minorities. Through the interviews
conducted, each journalist offered their own perspective, but mostly believes their newsroom
works to represent various communities based on the station’s viewing area, but are not always
representing minority communities in the best light. This is based on content. However, it can
also be said as the response to whether these journalists believe their newsrooms represent Black
and Latinx communities properly. As stated within the research, although the three stations that
were analyzed are within metropolitan Houston, newsrooms should work actively to also hire
more minorities that can help tell more accurate stories of their community.

Contrary to what the demographics of the three news stations examined may be, the
researcher was surprised to see the response from the professionals with Telemundo in which
they say their newsroom is quite diverse and represents their particular group or community very
well. That’s compared to the Black journalists that say their newsrooms and content isn’t as
representative as it could be. Through the interviews, it was also discovered that Latino
journalists at ABC13 and KPRC Channel 2 mentioned they would like to see more
representation outside of the on-air talent. Based on the understanding that Telemundo serves the
Hispanic demographic, it makes sense now that the journalists within that organization would not

see the need for representation or its importance within their station. That is because the



newsroom actively represents the exact community which they are serving. However, the
importance of representation still plays a role in their choice to join the industry based on the
influence of other journalists within their particular group.

As for the other newsrooms, the researcher adds that they are not surprised at the results
for the need of more representation and how important it can be to not only a journalist, but the
organization as a whole. To add more thought to the research, the idea that newsrooms are not
representing communities in their viewing area and their team may not feel that their own
communities are being represented, a question for the journalists that continue to work at these
stations could be, “why are you still working at a company that does not actively represent your
group to the best of its ability?” However, taking a look at the bigger picture, what could this
mean for new stations that have often produced certain content, hired certain professionals, and
only represented certain communities? If they have been able to obtain the name as one of the
top, most trusted news stations in the city, then why would they change their tactics now? It
seems to have gotten them this far. For a station that is willing to adjust to the ever changing
ways of the world, does reflecting their news content and the people that work within the
organization mean they may lose viewers or have to transform parts of their organization as a
whole? There is not a direct answer for those questions. It’s food for thought. The important
factor is news stations and their journalists have to actively work to represent the communities
that support and trust them. If not, they still may lose viewers if they are not working to reflect
these particular groups. Either way, it seems that news stations will either have to sink or swim
when it comes to the change.

Furthermore, while this research is only analyzed through the eyes of Black and Latino

journalists, it’s important to understand that proper representation is pivotal in the industry



entirely. Outside of the surveyed groups, other cultures, genders, sexual orientation and language
are to be considered when evaluating the magnitude of importance for representing the people of
a newsroom and the content delivered to the masses.. To further this research, it would be
beneficial if others looked into why certain news stations continue to struggle with the idea of
properly representing the communities they serve. In addition, researching whether or not other
minority groups such as Asian Pacific Americans, Middle Eastern Americans and Native
Americans feel represented within news and the importance to their career. Taking a look at the
representation of different age groups within journalism could also further the research.

As more news companies become aware of the significance of representation, this will
allow for minorities to not only reshape the ideas that other groups have towards Black and
Latino communities, but will also provide more accurate and adequate storytelling. Furthermore,
adapting this idea can open the door for younger generations who hope to follow in the footsteps

of those seen properly represented on their local news channels.



