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Bolstering source diversity
Setting the stage and building it to enrich your stories

Developed by Francisco Vara-Orta
DBEI Director



It’s all 
about 
trust



Some key 
table setting



General approach
● Be genuine
● Be available (set limits that 

make sense for you)
● Be responsive
● Be organized
● Put in the work



“Good sources that come to you are rare. It is up to you to 
go and find them -- a case of making your own luck. Either 
way, your success in cultivating them depends largely on 
earned respect and reputation.”

-- Paige St. John, Los Angeles Times

(tipsheet linked above)

https://www.ire.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/5504.pdf


Finding sources beyond the surface

● Look for a guide on 
the inside

● Ask trusted sources to 
introduce them to 
other trusted sources 
-- work from the 
outside in



Don’t accept the status quo — push forward

● Learn how to develop a clear 
view of our vocation and be able 
to explain it to the gatekeepers 
standing in our way

● This might require a sit-down 
meeting to explain why these 
rules are a roadblock for your 
organization doing its best job



Play the long game - tough but tried & true advice
● Your currency is trust, which 

takes time to accrue
● Call often, especially when you 

don’t need a quote
● A source relationship is a 

two-way street: Set boundaries, 
but be willing to share a little 
about yourself



“Make it a habit”
● Make a list of people you’d like to 

develop a source relationship with, or 
people you’d like to improve an 
existing relationship

● Set aside time every week to call 
people on your source list for no 
reason

● Always carry a stack of business cards 
to hand out

● Have a goal to meet or talk to X new 
people on your beat every week



Convincing people to talk to you

● Put yourself in their shoes: If 
the positions were reversed, 
would you talk to you?

● Help them weigh the risks vs. 
benefits

● What are their fears about 
speaking out? Address them



Centering codes of ethics 
How we conduct ourselves matters as professionals to potential sources

https://www.rtdna.org/content/rtdna_code_of_ethics
https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf


Minimize harm



Thinking about how our 
work impacts sources



Breaking down the large 
demographics umbrella of the 
education beat, for example



FACTORS TO CONSIDER
Race, ethnicity, nationality, spiritual beliefs, religion, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, age, geographic 
residence, political affiliation, mental and physical 
abilities, education, and socioeconomic status and 

upbringing



Marginalized student communities include:
● Students of color, especially Black and 

indigenous (BIPOC), Latinx and Southeast 
Asian students. Especially noting that 
subgroups within the umbrella of ‘students 
of color’ (i.e. Black students, indigenous 
students, etc.) face marginalization and 
discrimination in distinct ways. 

● Identify as LGBTQIA+ and/or gender 
non-conforming

● With disabilities (e.g., IEP and 504) and/or 
learning differences

● With significant needs (e.g., health, 
behavior and 1:1 instructional services)

- Move School Forward guiding principles

● English learners
● In alternative learning programs
● Experiencing poverty
● Living in neighborhoods of 

concentrated poverty
● In foster care
● Experiencing homelessness
● Incarcerated, court-involved and/or 

have otherwise been impacted by 
the criminal justice system

● Immigrants, undocumented and/or 
living in mixed-status households

● Who are migratory

https://www.moveschoolforward.org/


Different cultures = 
different approach

Transactional vs. conversational



Anyone can do this work.
Everyone may make mistakes.



From Knight Foundation’s “Why diverse online communities 
don’t trust journalists and seven ways to fix it”:

1. Spend time in the community
2. Recognize your blind spots
3. Don’t hide behind the data
4. Acknowledge that educating people is hard work
5. Understand context, not just content
6. Platforms can regulate how tweets are used
7. User needs should be built into platform business models

https://knightfoundation.org/articles/why-diverse-online-communities-don-t-trust-journalists-and-seven-ways-to-fix-it/
https://knightfoundation.org/articles/why-diverse-online-communities-don-t-trust-journalists-and-seven-ways-to-fix-it/


Who do we center as sources?



Who gets centered in 
the stories? 

Example: Critical race 
theory in schools



Erica Hensley, a white health reporter, whom 
we've worked with in the past, wanted to 
spotlight a crisis: Black farmers in Mississippi, 
a state marked by generations of land theft, 
are retiring and dying at higher rates than 
ever before. Neither Scalawag nor Hensley 
wanted to tell yet another story through the 
all-too-common lens of a white person butting 
into rural Black folks' business. 

Ultimately, Teresa Springs, co-owner and 
operator of TKO Farming, agreed to co-report 
with Hensley, embarking the two on an 
uncommon but promising approach to 
journalism. Here, Hensley reflects on why 
more white journalists should also shift away 
from using people like Teresa solely as 
sources—and democratize the byline instead.

https://scalawagmagazine.org/2022/08/how-to-report-with-communities/


Who do we consider 
experts? And feel pressure 

to cozy up to for access to 
information?



https://www.theonion.com/police-did-great-job-police-say-1849321407
https://www.theonion.com/police-did-great-job-police-say-1849321407
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Framing is key to building 
trust with communities 
trying to reach



Words matter: Watch how you frame 
things.



Word choice on framing 
stories



https://twitter.com/kat__stafford/status/1695938555011383384?s=46&t=gEr4RMyKEw7u_ouZyx_suA
https://twitter.com/kat__stafford/status/1695938555011383384?s=46&t=gEr4RMyKEw7u_ouZyx_suA


From SPJ Instagram 2020



The use of “racist” here
“When Sherri Papini claimed she 
was abducted in Northern 
California, investigators were led to 
believe they were looking for two 
Hispanic women who spoke Spanish, 
played Mariachi music and fed her 
mostly tortillas and rice.”

It gets worse: Check out the sketches 
of the alleged abductors.

https://www.cnn.com/2022/03/09/us/sherri-papini-latino-bias/index.html?utm_id=50507&sfmc_id=2383267
https://click.email.latimes.com/?qs=78b50820666a9a6c496a7c8e0ae6762e82fe6873c492c060f03f7c2d6ac90c0df0567884a18da819155579e43a3d80c856f9653e192c91b1


Which word is most accurate?

https://twitter.com/taoleighgoffe/status/1493264096917086210?s=21


Adding context to gain trust 
and push back on 

disinformation



https://www.edweek.org/leadership/hate-in-schools/2018/08#:~:text=Schools%20are%20often%20a%20venue,hate%20incidents%20across%20the%20country.


Neema Roshania Patel’s 5 questions to ask

1. Are we including the voices of the 
people most affected by what’s 
happening?

2. How are we defining “experts” in this 
story?

3. Are we engaging with a diverse range 
of sources, even when the story isn’t 
explicitly about marginalized groups?

4. Are we making assumptions about our 
readers?

5. How are we explaining our process to 
sources?

https://www.poynter.org/ethics-trust/2022/how-to-diversify-journalism-sources/


Guide to the style guides: avoid problematic language
● Language, Please
● National Association of Black Journalists’ Style Guide
● Journalism for Black Lives Reporting Guide
● National Association of Hispanic Journalists’ statement on use of “illegal immigrants”
● Asian American Journalists Association Style Guide
● Native American Journalists Association Style Guide | 

○ GIJN’s guide on covering the Indigenous including data journalism
● Race Reporting Guide
● Women’s Media Center’s best practices guide on reporting on women
● NLGJA: The Association of LGBTQ Journalists Stylebook (Spanish version)
● Trans Journalists Association Style Guide
● Diversity Style Guide |Conscious Style Guide |Buzzfeed Style Guide 
● Education Writers Association guide on inclusive language on marginalized communities

https://languageplease.org/
https://www.nabj.org/page/styleguide
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JLLfxuKp68DTSLPbeJLTx4a_0-4sTVZDK81cqSoFc8k/mobilebasic?urp=gmail_link
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/hispanic-journalist-group-media-drop-use-word-illegal-n427216
https://www.aaja.org/aajahandbook
https://najanewsroom.com/reporting-guides/
https://gijn.org/gijn-naja-guide-for-indigenous-investigative-journalists/
https://www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide
https://womensmediacenter.com/reports
https://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/
https://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/espanol/
https://transjournalists.org/style-guide/
https://www.diversitystyleguide.com/
https://consciousstyleguide.com/
https://www.buzzfeed.com/emmyf/buzzfeed-style-guide?utm_term=.xaMJpa22o#.du1poJYYb
https://www.ewa.org/announcement/ewa-publishes-reporter-guide-inclusive-coverage


IRE Journal free 
issues online

IRE’s diversity and 
inclusion guide focused on 
race (2020), the LGBTQ+ 
people (2021), Indigenous 
communities (2023) & 
disability justice (2024)

Free to everyone here!

https://www.ire.org/about-ire/diversity-and-inclusion/
https://resources.ire.org/ire-journal/20231106-30347.pdf
https://www.ire.org/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_uploads/2021/11/ire_q4_2021-iwwvrp.pdf
https://resources.ire.org/ire-journal/IRE-Journal_Q4-2024.pdf


Great newsletter

It is a project of the Reynolds Journalism 
Institute and the American Press Institute. 

https://trustingnews.org/
https://www.rjionline.org/
https://www.rjionline.org/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/
https://mailchi.mp/e1883118adc9/trust-tips-183-talk-to-people-who-dont-trust-you?e=e63fec6c5c
https://mailchi.mp/68315a23d26b/trust-tips-184-how-to-reach-diverse-audiences-by-listening?e=e63fec6c5c


A word from one of our partners

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SoTS34oIjR4


First homework assignment*

43*“Pop culture is political” - Ko Bragg



As a newsroom:
Who do you want to reach?

How do we define what is 
success when it comes to source 

diversity?



1. Scholars who are come from historically 
marginalized groups often provide new 
perspectives and approaches to the 
problems they study.

2. Scholars featured in news stories can help 
shape news coverage, which can, in turn, 
affect how audiences think about issues.

3. News stories about research and 
academia should reflect the diversity of 
the scientific community.

4. Helps journalists overcome biases in 
source selection.

5. Helps journalists reach key segments of 
their audience and build trust in news 
outlets.

https://journalistsresource.org/race-and-gender/5-reasons-news-stories-about-research-need-source-diversity/?fbclid=IwAR1dqPcCxO0CfTRRXuE84G9MKE6penl-RrPBXsANaTdXg8embiRTDmpiM7c


We’re in the 
transparency 

business!

● Engagement = transparency
● Builds trust with readers
● Leads to better story ideas & 

sources
● Connects the community to the 

journalism process
● Makes the reporting process a 

two-way street



Source diversity trackers



A growing priority for news orgs

Backup link

https://www.poynter.org/reporting-editing/2021/new-tool-allows-npr-to-track-source-diversity-in-real-time/
https://rjionline.org/newsroom-source-diversity-tracking/
https://www.niemanlab.org/2022/09/kqed-started-tracking-sources-heres-exactly-how-they-did-it/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2022/6/14/23167914/free-tool-journalism-track-source-diversity-source-auditing-newsrooms
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/21/22543675/source-diversity-auditing-tracking-chalkbeat-rji-equity-work
https://twitter.com/greglinch/status/1500152073215688704
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Nd4KbAXOySMy3o-I3_cJqJdDaF_PldTu
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fGpFwc9sespk133u3XNW31eJkA00haswuLZBJXjMTus/edit#
https://www.theopennotebook.com/guide-to-tracking-source-diversity/


NPR
● Focuses on historically excluded 

racial and ethnic groups
● Launched in 2013, verified and 

updated in 2021, soon to be again
● Paired with a source diversity tracker 

project in 2021 (Poynter feature)
● Follow them on Twitter: 

@SourceOfTheWeek.
● NPR training team maintains them

https://www.poynter.org/reporting-editing/2021/new-tool-allows-npr-to-track-source-diversity-in-real-time/
https://training.npr.org/sources/




Spotlight PA
● An independent, non-partisan 

newsroom powered by The Philadelphia 
Inquirer in partnership with 
PennLive/The Patriot-News, 
TribLIVE/Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, 
and WITF Public Media.

● Launched in December 2020
● Created a new Twitter handle, 

@PA_Sources, featuring experts from 
the database each day and highlighting 
when they appear in coverage

● More on announcement here

https://sources.spotlightpa.org/
https://www.spotlightpa.org/news/2020/12/pennsylvania-journalism-diversity-equity-inclusion-source-database-spotlight-pa/


Other helpful diverse source databases

● Society of Environmental Journalists’ Indigenous Perspectives toolbox
● SPJ/PRSA’s Sources of Color database
● Disabled Writers
● Gannett’s Pass the Mic project

https://www.sej.org/publications/special-reports/climate-solutions/nature-based-and-indigenous-peoples-toolbox
https://www.spj.org/diversity.asp
http://disabledwriters.com/the-database/
https://mikaelarodenbaugh.com/pass-the-mic/


Analyze your existing sources

● Audit who makes it into your existing 
stories. Is this reflecting of your local 
demographics?

● Set a goal (per newsroom, per reporter) and 
track who you use as sources moving 
forward.

● Analyze your sources again in a year and 
see if you’ve made improvements.

● Trust is earned through fair, accurate and 
inclusive coverage.

Take a look in the mirror. 
You might be surprised.



https://sanantonioreport.org/why-were-doing-an-audit-of-our-interviews/?utm_term=Autofeed&utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Facebook&fbclid=IwAR3g4mGpUIzeiLDQZwUCVHHRi8NGrUcD_FDBpTbtX78F8EAONqYVWIq0Ynw_aem_AVp-yD_O5LwDWkXaOC7QnAQ9c9UcEC8EIen1F34w6jcrbrtZGj58IWlAxPYDcjJAXzI#Echobox=1701215912


Multi-prong approach

Also see: http://arementalkingtoomuch.com/

https://www.niemanlab.org/2018/11/a-bot-now-tells-financial-times-reporters-if-theyre-only-quoting-men/?utm_source=Daily+Lab+email+list&utm_campaign=45a65ae902-dailylabemail3&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d68264fd5e-45a65ae902-396120665&fbclid=IwAR0OhnPXrsFpQqO2NYXA5pu2B36rSUQV2-wvCIql6AynPWUJXHEvyHzoaCY_aem_AZ_BvvxIa3TfIntf0nMmSY185_5XYdtTSMHku1ChC1hHs4sd7T0eN1466zGdHwlpBKw&mibextid=Zxz2cZ


A time for 
courageous 

journalism in 
an era of mass 

disinformation



https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/12/05/americans-media-views-trust/?pwapi_token=eyJ0eXAiOiJKV1QiLCJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJyZWFzb24iOiJnaWZ0IiwibmJmIjoxNzAxNzUyNDAwLCJpc3MiOiJzdWJzY3JpcHRpb25zIiwiZXhwIjoxNzAzMTM0Nzk5LCJpYXQiOjE3MDE3NTI0MDAsImp0aSI6IjM2N2MxMDliLTNmZmEtNGM0Mi1iYWI5LTRmNWI0YjFmZWYxNSIsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vd3d3Lndhc2hpbmd0b25wb3N0LmNvbS9vcGluaW9ucy8yMDIzLzEyLzA1L2FtZXJpY2Fucy1tZWRpYS12aWV3cy10cnVzdC8ifQ.NdHoRTsEWhLM3Zwv23pl1eY5CMXY89qPySOJ_DItI6Y


Join IRE

http://bit.ly/JoinIRE
Professionals/Academics: $75/year
Early Career: $50/year
Students: $25/year
(Student members can retain this rate 1 year after graduation!)

Member benefits include:
● Thousands of tipsheets

○ Including templates on 
how I did the story

● Exclusive databases
● Newsletters with latest offerings
● Member listservs
● Fellowships & scholarships
● IRE Journal subscription
● Premium reporting tools



Finding sources with IRE’s help
IRE member? Check out our database of stories submitted for awards -- use 
them as blueprints for doing your own investigation

https://www.ire.org/resource-center/stories/27952/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OHZD4WFOL0U&feature=youtu.be


The best approach?





Questions?



Download the presentation:


