Seminar discussion question: In this 2004 essay, Dori J. Maynard says one of
the reasons news organizations fail to reach audiences of color is because
journalists don’t — perhaps feel they can’t — have honest, open conversations with
each other about race. Does her view reflect your newsroom experience? Has
the situation improved since she wrote this essay? Is there a role you can play in
improving the conversation? (This and other essays by Maynard can be found at
http://www.maynardije.org/columns/dorimaynard/ )

Why Journalists Can’t Talk Across Race

By Dori J. Maynard
May 14, 2004

Nearly 30 years ago the news media set out to diversify its ranks. Since then it has more than
tripled its number of journalists of color from the recorded low of 3.95 percent. It’s progress, but
progress that was far short of its goal to have the nation’s newsrooms reflect the nation’s diversity
by the year 2000. According to the annual newsroom census by the American Society of
Newspaper Editors (ASNE), journalists of color make up 12.94 percent of the work force. People
of color make up 31.7 percent of the overall population.

There is one often overlooked reason why the industry continues to struggle to retain journalists
of color. It is because the news organizations that essentially serve as moderators of the nation’s
conversations have yet to learn how to talk about and across their own racial fault lines.

As part of the Maynard Institute’s strategic planning process, we spent the first few months of last
year conducting more than 70 interviews with 18 news organizations, most of them newspapers.
Armed with a grant from the Robert R. McCormick Tribune Foundation, the institute was
charged with examining three newsroom issues: diversity, training and the conversation around
diversity.

Frustration and Mistrust

What we found is a conversation fraught with frustration and mistrust. Many people of color are
frustrated because they feel as though the industry is failing to live up to its promise. Much of that
frustration is borne by the failure to meet the year 2000 goal and then the subsequent decision to
push the goal back another 25 years seemingly without making the necessary changes to enable
the goal to be better met in the future. Many executives are frustrated because they feel they
received no credit for the progress made. Many white men expressed frustration because they are
scared that if they say the wrong thing they will be branded a racist.

Years of compliance training, diversity training, and sensitivity training have taught participants
what they can say, and this has essentially left people with a set of learned responses that don’t
take this conversation past predictable roadblocks. Little has been done to teach people how to
say what they want to say in a way that can be heard and is effective.


http://www.asne.org/index.cfm?id=1
http://www.asne.org/index.cfm?id=1

Concerns Dismissed

The result is that even in news organizations that have a diverse staff, the strengths of that
diversity are often not reflected in either the content or the business practices. The reason: So
many employees have been trained to say what they think they should say and not necessarily
what they believe.

Greg Freeman, the late St. Louis (Mo.) Post-Dispatch columnist, said in “To Whom It May
Concern,” a book about retaining journalists of color assembled by ASNE: “From talking with
colleagues from across the country, | feel that many journalists feel that they aren’t listened to by
management in terms of stories and angles. Angles that are perhaps different are often summarily
dismissed because they don’t always fit the mold of what some managers think stories should
be.”

Because of this, many journalists of color stop offering ideas that they know cut against the grain.
Over time, a lot of them decide to leave journalism, according to a 2001 study done for ASNE.
The study, brought together by Princeton University researcher Lawrence T. McGill, a meta-
analysis of 13 studies looking at the retention of journalists of color between the years 1989 and
2000, cited the lack of professional opportunities and absence of opportunity for career
advancement as two of the main reasons journalists of color make the decision to leave.

Trying to Talk Across Race

During one newsroom-wide conversation we had during the institute’s assessment, there was
debate about whether this lack of opportunity existed because white managers overlooked
journalists of color because journalists of color did not put their hands up. The discussion was a
good illustration across race that is apparent in many newsrooms.

It should not be surprising that journalists do not know how to talk across race. Little in most
people’s experience prepares them for these conversations. Most of us grew up (and now live) in
mostly segregated communities, attended schools lacking in a diverse student body, and go to
segregated houses of worship.

Rarely are we in situations that give us the experience and knowledge about how to talk across
race. In one community the lack of contact among the races was so apparent that, in an attempt to
bring some diversity to his church, an African-American Louisiana Baptist bishop recently
offered white people $5 to attend a Sunday service and $10 to attend a Thursday service. When
asked why, Bishop Fred Caldwell told CNN, “So let’s just cut to the chase. American needs to
come together.”

While the bishop’s approach is unique, it is equally clear that in our news organizations we need
to find ways to at least talk together, if not work well together, if we want to survive as an
industry.

Different Lenses

What makes this conversation more difficult is that we have yet to acknowledge and understand
the role that race and gender play in shaping our perceptions of news and events arund us. Just as
journalists of color and their white peers experience industry opportunities very differently, they
also often view news events through very different lenses.



News coverage of Jayson Blair’s situation at The New York Times offers an example. For many
white journalists, race and diversity efforts were at the core of the story. In The Washington Post,
syndicated columnist Richard Cohen wrote: “Not only was Blair, not stopped, he was promoted
to the national staff and ultimately given more responsibilities. Why? The answer appears to be
precisely what the Times denies: favoritism based on race.”

Many journalists of color saw the story differently, regarding what happened as a failure of
management. “Over the years, the Times has rejected the notion that it needs an ombudsman and
has insisted that its editors are capable of detecting errors, enforcing a code of ethics, and
addressing issues of credibility raised by its readers. The Jayson Blair affair should be enough for
the Times to rethink that conclusion,” wrote (New York) Daily News columnist E.R. Shipp in an
article she wrote for the “Outlook” section of The Washington Post.

The Siegal Committee Report, a comprehensive examination of the events and practices that led
to the departure of the Time’s top editors, Howell Raines and Gerald Boyd, makes it clear both
race and management played a role. This is not because Blair was given a break due to his race,
but because those who work in newsrooms often shy away from discussions involving race.
Jonathan Landman, whose urgent memo noted the need to stop Blair from writing for the Times,
said he did not aggressively block Blair’s promotion to the full-time staff in part because the issue
of race was involved.

Shying Away from Racial Discussions

“The racial dimension of this issue and Gerald’s (Boyd) obvious strong feelings made it
especially sensitive; in that sense it is fair to say that | backed off a bit more than | would have if
race had not been a factor,” Landman says in the Siegal report.

Landsman’s experience in shying away from such discussions involving race is common. The
fear of saying the wrong thing, appearing racist, or just sounding stupid is so great that some of
the white men who participated in our assessment observed that it interfered with the newsroom’s
ability to gather good stories and mentor and criticize across racial lines. People of color told of
times they found good stories on their beats only to have their news judgment questioned by a
white editor. After a while, many said, they stopped going to their editors with such stories. At
the same time, white editors have been heard to complain that despite having a diverse staff, all
journalists think the same way.

To fulfill the industry’s promise to diversify its newsrooms so journalists can accurately and
fairly cover our increasingly complex communities, we need to find ways to talk across our
nation’s racial fault lines. To do so might require retraining ourselves in how to listen and how to
speak honestly and respectfully to our colleagues. If we fail to learn how to do this, we stand a
good chance of having these same stilted and unproductive conversations about how we once
again missed the mark in the year 2025.

Dori J. Maynard is president of the Maynard Institute for Journalism Education. A version of the
article appeared in Nieman Reports.
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