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INTRODUCTION

The news media plays a central role in providing information to citizens and policy-makers — information
that enhances the ability to participate in the public discourse and meet normative democratic goals.*

In this research project we examine the concept of source diversity, by comparing two Vermont media
outlets coverage of the Vermont Legislature during the months of January and February in 2018, 2019
and 2020.

Researchers have found that sources influence the focus of the news coverage.? Limiting source diversity
can limit the information available to citizens and policy-makers and constrain policy outcomes by
reducing the options under consideration.?

To understand the impact of source diversity we also draw on the concept of media standing.* Standing is
a measure of how “accepted” the source quoted in a media article is as a regular and valid contributor to
the policy debate on a particular policy issue. ®> Standing is a measure of cultural power as cited
organizations and sources have been chosen to speak in the contested policy domain. “Media standing is
the endpoint of a contest over which sponsors of meaning will have an opportunity to appear in a mass
media forum that defines membership in terms of political power.”® Indexing is a related concept, in
which the media index their stories and sources to the dominant narratives and voices, limiting other
perspectives and voices.

Literature Review

A large body of media research examines how journalists rely on sources when developing and producing
news stories.” Researchers have found that news sources play a critical role in defining and directing the
form of a news story.® For example, some studies have indicated that more than half of news stories
originate from sources. In debates about public policy, sources influence how social problems are defined
or framed in the public discourse, which, in turn, can influence both public opinion and policy outcomes.®
How issues are framed is a “powerful form of social control” that can define policy debates and constrain
and circumscribe the policy outcomes that emerge.*® A dominant "policy monopoly" can occur when a set
of actors establishes jurisdiction over an issue in the media.!* By limiting the debate to one or two sources
the conversation is limited to the range of viewpoints those actors promote, often favoring the status
quo.'? Sources also play an important role in how readers perceive the story line and the story as a
whole.® A story that has a more diverse set of sources can increase the credibility that readers attach to
the news story.** We illustrate the success of the frames and the actors in the news media discourse
through the concept of media standing

Researchers have found that government and industry sources are often the most prominent sources for
journalists on issues related to domestic policy.™

Methods
We collected articles from both Seven Days and VT Digger through their websites, to find articles written

about the Vermont Legislature (more than 50%) for the months of Jan and Feb in the years 2018, 2019,
2020.



We created 12 separate word files, that contained the headline, byline and dateline but removed all the

other formatting, including photos and hyperlinks.

In total 112 VT Digger stories were collected and 85 from Seven Days.

Table 1. Number of articles collected from each source for 2018, 2019 and 2020.

Digger Seven days
2018 22 21
2019 26 31
2020 64 33
TOTAL 112 85

We then uploaded these articles into the NVIVO and created 2 cases, VT Digger and Seven Days with 6
sub-cases each based on source, month and year: Seven Days January 2018, Seven Days February 2018,
Seven Days January 2019, Seven Days February 2019, Seven Days January 2020, Seven Days February
2020, VTDigger January 2018, VTDigger February 2018, VTDigger January 2019, VTDigger February
2019, VTDigger January 2020, VTDigger February 2020. Therefore, in total there were 12 cases.

We coded the file to the case it falls under (for example, for January 2019 articles from Seven Days we
coded the file to the case “Seven Days” and sub-case “Seven Days January 2019”"). Rebekah then read
through each file, coding it for 5 different themes:

1. Background
Coded the title, date, and reporter.
2. Age
Coded the age of the source quoted if the age of the source quoted was mentioned.
3. Type of article
Coded the title of the article under one of the following topics: policy issue, personality profile,
education, campaign, and budget.
4. Type of source quoted
Coded direct quotes or paraphrases to one of these categories:
e Business
e Citizen
¢ Non-profit- more specifically, an individual speaking for or representing a non-profit
organization
o Elected official- an official who is elected to the state legislature specifically
e Other elected official- an official who is elected to an office that isn’t the state legislature
(for example, Governor Phil Scott and Attorney General T.J. Donovan)
o Government official: an individual who was appointed to represent a government entity
(for example, Rebecca Kelley, Governor Phil Scott’s spokesperson).
5. Gender of source quoted or paraphrased
For each source that was quoted or paraphrased, we coded the source to one of the following:
male, female or unknown.



FINDINGS

Overall women were quoted less often than men in both media sources.

Female | Male percent
Seven Days 277 353 630 44%
VT Digger 309 429 738 42%

Table 2. Quotes by gender

500
450
400
350
300
250
200
150
100
50
0

Female

W Seven Days

B VT Digger

Male

Gender diversity in type of source quoted was very close. Governor Scott as the “other” elected
official is the one obvious difference.

D: F : Other
C: Elected | Government | E: Non- | elected
A : Business | B: Citizen | official official profit official Total Percent
Male 16 55 522 65 70 54 782 57%
Female 13 49 410 68 45 0 585 43%
Total 29 104 932 133 115 54 1367




Table 3: Gender by type of source
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However, if you only look at the data on legislators, removing other statewide elected officials, including
Governor Scott, the number of quotes or attributions to women legislators still lags behind men.

Table 5. By gender elected official

Gender | Elected official
1:Male 522 56%
2:Female 410 44%
Total 932

In only one of the six months studied, women cited or quoted or quoted outnumbered their male
counterparts — in the month of Feb., 2020 -- 111-110.

Table 4. Gender citations by Month
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A simple word count tells us that Governor Scott is the most mentioned individual in the articles
appearing 595 times, followed by Sen. Ashe (305) and Speaker Johnson (243). Unlike the above analysis,
this is any mention or appearance of the name in the text.

Table 7. Appearances in text, word count

Seven Days VT Digger Total
Governor Scott 210 385 595
Sen. Ashe 105 200 305
Speaker Johnson 86 157 243.
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