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Pass the Mic — jointly funded by Gannett Co. Inc., and the Google
News Initiative — is a database and messaging tool that connects
reporters with sources from underrepresented communities including
people of color, people who are LGBTQ+, women, people who are non-
binary and people with disabilities. Reporters can use this tool to
improve the overall diversity of their sources. 

We partnered with the Democrat and Chronicle in Rochester, New
York in early 2021 to conduct source audits as a part of this diversity,
equity, and inclusion initiative. As an extension of those efforts, this is
a toolkit for other newsrooms and journalists to do the same. 

This toolkit will cover what source auditing is, why it’s important for
both freelancers and big newsrooms alike, how to conduct an audit
and how to incorporate audits into your workflow.  

We have also created a Google Drive that includes any and all
documents and resources that you may need to conduct a source
audit. 

For further information about Pass the Mic and our source auditing
efforts, please reach out to us at passthemic@gannett.com

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

OUR CORE VALUES AND WHY

INCLUSION MATTERS

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1XDpCr6quTVa4-ObD7Qqhh0JdCjAOO_hO?usp=sharing


SOURCESOURCE  
AUDITING?AUDITING?

What is 

SOURCE AUDITING IS

WHO IS DOING SOURCE AUDITS?

is an analysis of the representation of sources
within daily news coverage. 

As conversations around diversity, equity, and inclusion are becoming more
prominent in news organizations' board meetings and even in the news desks, more
newsrooms are beginning to hold themselves accountable for the representation of
communities in their stories. Newsrooms across the country such as the Democrat &
Chronicle, The Philadelphia Inquirer and Chalkbeat are doing a sweep of their sources
to learn from their work.   

Both freelancers and newsroom leaders alike can benefit a great deal from
participating in source auditing. Section editors, audience engagement editors, and
editor-in-chiefs can lead their newsrooms in auditing their sources. New roles have
been created in newsrooms, like source librarians, to take on this efforts, like at the
Wisconsin Public Radio.

Auditing gives you and/or your newsroom a chance to quantify data on the
demographic makeup of your sources and can give you a benchmark for progress on
increasing the diversity of voices in news coverage.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A SOURCE AUDIT

Source auditing looks at several different demographic factors from sources that
have been used in news stories. For example, Pass the Mic has audited the race and
ethnicity, gender, sexual identity, pronouns, and ability status of sources from
Democrat & Chronicle’s daily coverage. When tackling source auditing for your own
organization or yourself, you can customize this approach. 

Depending on the audience you have in mind, you may want to include other factors
in your survey, such as socioeconomic status or level of education. It all depends on
what priorities you set that feel appropriate for better covering your community.  
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https://rjionline.org/technology/qa-wisconsin-public-radios-source-demographic-project/
https://rjionline.org/technology/qa-wisconsin-public-radios-source-demographic-project/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/05/10/its-more-common-for-white-older-more-educated-americans-to-have-spoken-with-local-journalists/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/05/10/its-more-common-for-white-older-more-educated-americans-to-have-spoken-with-local-journalists/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/05/10/its-more-common-for-white-older-more-educated-americans-to-have-spoken-with-local-journalists/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/05/10/its-more-common-for-white-older-more-educated-americans-to-have-spoken-with-local-journalists/


WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A SOURCE AUDIT

People of color 
Women and non-binary individuals 
People who are LGBTQ+  
People with disabilities 

Recent data has shown that news organizations often report on communities
without including their voices. Prioritizing and incorporating DE&I initiatives in
newsrooms, or even in your individual reporting process, will help bring
underrepresented communities to the forefront of the news you’re already
producing.   

Here are a few communities the Pass the Mic project aims to serve (of course, you
may choose to focus on other communities/groups):  

One of the guiding principles that Pass the Mic tries to honor is the principle that
media that is aiming to speak to or about a certain community should seek to include
the perspectives of folks from within that community. We recognize that the
underrepresented communities that Pass the Mic seeks to highlight are already often
commented on or directly impacted by the news cycle. We assert that speaking to
people from these communities is the gold standard for good media representation.  

The data from source auditing will give yourself or your newsroom a look into the
current representation and equity of your sourcing. These insights can then be used
to set goals for ways in which you and your newsroom can diversify your stories
further and be more representative in your reporting. 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/05/10/its-more-common-for-white-older-more-educated-americans-to-have-spoken-with-local-journalists/


11 Get contact info

As you are doing your collection of sources for
articles, try to write down their names and email
addresses (if you have no email for them, collect
phone numbers). This goes for every source, not just
the ones you think are diverse. 

22 Survey sources

Utilize this template demographic survey to help
survey sources and allow them to self-identify via
email or text (or administer alternatively for folks
without accessibility to the web). Alternatively, if
you’d like to skip steps 1 and 2 of sending a
demographic survey, you may also opt to ask these
questions verbally, at the beginning of your
interview process.  

33
Store responses

You can either store your responses in a spreadsheet like
this one or use a tool such as the Metrics for News’
Source Matters tool. 

44 Tag Sources
Tag your sources with their demographic information that you've
received from their surveys. You can also tag things like how central a
source is or their role in the story. 

This is also an opportunity to tag if your reporters had an option to pick
a different source or if the story necessitated talking to one particular
source (for example: a story about a Mayor's new city policy may
necessitate the Mayor as a source for the story).

CONDUCT A SOURCECONDUCT A SOURCE
AUDITAUDIT

How to 
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/13HJnQvk12JisBF3Lz84oWW9u2s2F0-W2AzhbKlGy5q4/edit?usp=sharing
https://sourcematters.com/
https://sourcematters.com/


YOUR WORKFLOWYOUR WORKFLOW
Source auditing in

For newsrooms, big and small, source auditing is essential for evaluating your
newsrooms’ representation of its community. Doing a source audit will give you
invaluable insight into the scope of your representation and how to improve it. 

It’s always best practice to look at sourcing practices for sources you are quoting in
the present and moving forward during your source audit. Although it is possible to
conduct a source audit with historical data, this has some bigger challenges for
contacting sources that you haven’t been communicating with over time and can
cause issues with reflecting any changes to sourcing practices you are implementing
now. Therefore, we recommend that you should begin auditing your stories now and
continue in the future and build historical data over time that way, rather than
auditing large swaths of past coverage.  
 

WORKFLOW ACTIVITY

While adopting a new practice into your daily routine can be tough (especially as a
reporter), source auditing requires dedicated time and often, workflow changes.
Although DE&I is important to you, you may be finding yourself struggling to
incorporate better practices into your own or your newsroom’s daily workflow. That
is a normal growing pain of this process. To help conceptualize how you might
adjust your work, here is a quick activity to help determine how to best incorporate
source auditing in your personal or newsroom’s reporting processes:  
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Take five minutes to write down a list of all the tasks that you do during your
normal news reporting or production process. 

Now take a moment to consider and order these tasks by priority in terms of
their importance to producing quality news. What tasks take up the most time?
Which are most important? 

Next, consider if there are any tasks on your list that could be automated or
handled by someone else. Are any of the tasks unnecessary to your quality
reporting process? Which things could you re-prioritize or trade-off to spend
time source auditing? Where does source auditing rank in terms of your overall
priorities for quality reporting? 
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SOURCE MATTERS TOOL
The Metrics for News’ Source Matters Tool is a great tool to use for conducting a
source audit. The tool uses Natural Language Processing (NLP) to easily pick out
named sources in content. You can then identify and tag their demographic factors in
the tool directly based on the information gathered from your surveys. Source
Matters will also create a comprehensive analysis of your sources' demographics to
show how equitable your sources are.  

While the Source Matters tool is an incredible tool for building a database of sources
and analyzing your own source representation, it is a paid service. 

To learn more about the tool and how to use it to see if it’s a right fit for your
newsroom, check out our guide on using the Metrics for News’ Source Matters Tool. 

STORE THE DATASTORE THE DATA
How to 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1A0HfoC9bd5j5fgpwlAGso394VY36vCFeS-bow7csBIM/edit?usp=sharing
https://gannett-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/p/mrodenbaugh/EdBSdcLoem1Isr-rkukwFUMBlEpP5FdMwM7_Kp7BCc9p0A?e=Bgo77f


It's important for you and everyone in your newsroom to keep track of the sources
that you're auditing. An easy way to do this is in a simple spreadsheet. We've drafted
up an example spreadsheet that you can use. 

This may be the ideal method for freelancers or newsrooms that cannot access the
Source Matters tool, as it’s free and can be accessible and customizable to your own
specific needs.  

SPREADSHEETS

You can also store the data within your survey platform, depending on the software
that you use. 
You can even store it in a word document or your reporters notebook.

OTHER METHODS OF STORING THE DATA FOR

FREE

SOME CONSIDERATIONS
You should be mindful that this information is personal and sensitive, therefore,
deserves to be stored securely. 
You will want to find an easy way to tie together different instances of the same
source being quoted in different stories. 
Many aspects of demographic identity remain static throughout a sources' life. But
importantly, not all identities will remain static (for example: a source's gender
identity or their level of education could change). 
Be sure that your data is regularly up to date. 
Exercise caution against making assumptions about someone's identity.

07

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15kcE8k6p22tblir_STlEySUSHzkymkfQXqRdxCpsT1I/edit?usp=sharing


Explain why you care about their background, mentioning why diversity equity
and inclusion is important to your job  
Make it clear nothing is required or compulsory  
Talk about how better understanding the background of sources can be useful for
your reporting 

To ensure you’re accurately identifying your sources, it’s best you have them identify
themselves. To do this, you can have your sources fill out a survey either through a
web link, via text message, or even over the phone with you. It’s important to make
sure that your survey is accessible to ALL sources, especially those with disabilities
or lack of access to the internet.  

Please check out Chalkbeat’s suggestions on drafting a demographic survey to get an
idea of an effective survey. 

Communicating our mission and goals with source auditing to our sources can be a
little tricky, especially if sources are unfamiliar with the journalism world or are wary
to be a part of this imitative. Here are a few tips on how to best communicate with
your sources to encourage them to fill out a demographic survey.

Here is a script that we recommend using when you’re asking a source to take this
survey: 

"Thank you for taking time to speak with me regarding [story].
I'm hoping you can help us make our reporting stronger by
filling out a simple survey about yourself. Here's the link. 

We are surveying our sources as part of a larger project
related to diversity, equity, and inclusion. Taking the survey
is totally up to you, but if you would be willing to fill out your
demographic information it will help us ensure our coverage
is reflective of the communities we serve."

COMMUNICATECOMMUNICATE
WITH SOURCESWITH SOURCES

How to 
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https://www.chalkbeat.org/2021/9/15/22661407/source-diversity-audit-survey-design-inclusivity-chalkbeat-rji-tracking


DEALING WITH HESITANCY 
One of the basic tenants of our Source Auditing efforts is to ask for sources to self-
identify their demographic information via a survey they may voluntarily take.
However, it is important that as we are reaching out to folks to ask them to take this
survey, we are also approaching this effort with sensitivity to the fact that self-
identifying certain traits can feel to some folks like a violation of their privacy, could
get folks worried about being ‘outed’ publicly, or could have consequences for their
daily lives. This can be especially true for underrepresented communities or
marginalized groups, which is why it is important for us to be sensitive to concerns
about privacy, and we need to be respectful of decisions by sources not to
participate in taking the survey.   

Here are a few talking points you may use to talk to sources about their concerns
about taking the survey and encourage them to participate or alleviate some of their
concerns when possible. Remember, it is important to honor their decision should
they request you not contact them again about this effort. It is also vital to let them
know that participating in the survey is completely optional, so do not present this
information in a way that pressures the source to participate.   

The data and information that you are providing should be protected within an
excel file only accessible to you/your newsroom and otherwise not accessible to
other users. The data is for internal and analytical purposes only. 
The survey forms responses should also be encrypted for extra protection, so
nobody can access your sources information.  
Let sources know that as a part of this project, your newsroom is having extensive
internal conversations about your sourcing practices. 

Where is this data going, how will it be used, is it protected? 
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No. You should only be using this information internally to better understand
sourcing practices. 
Once sources have completed the survey, the information should only accessible
to those in your newsroom. 

You are tracking demographic information from your sources to expand the
scope of your reporting in the communities you serve. Your community is full of
diverse and unique individuals, and you want to make sure you are representing
them fairly.  
Data from source auditing efforts can be used to determine where sourcing
practices are lacking.

Each survey question should have an option to select called “I prefer not to
answer” giving users a chance to only identify certain aspects of their
demographic information while still taking the survey. This can be useful, for
example, if someone is more comfortable answering a question about their
racial/ethnic identity than their sexual orientation.  

Will demographic information that can be personally identifiable to
sources be public? 

Why are you tracking the demographic information of your sources? 

What if your sources feel comfortable only identifying some aspects
of their identity in the survey, but not others? 

How long should it take to fill out the survey? 
It should take about 5- 7 minutes to fill out the full survey for best practices. 
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BETTER SOURCINGBETTER SOURCING
PRACTICESPRACTICES  

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF WHILE SEARCHING

SOURCES: 

A few

 Are they part of an underrepresented community?  
 If no, is there someone from one of these communities that I can reach out to
instead? 
 How often have they been quoted in other stories? Are they constantly quoted
when someone else may be able to give a similar perspective? 
 How do they know what they know?  What is their level of knowledge? 
 How do you know of this source? 
 How centered is this source in the article? 

1.
2.

3.

4.
5.
6.

 BASIC TENANTS OF THOUGHTFUL SOURCING:  
This source is from an underrepresented community that my newsroom is looking
to include 
I am cautious of reusing the same source for reporting on this community so I can
include other perspectives in my reporting 
The sources I am contacting are from various neighborhoods in my newsroom’s
coverage area 
I consider that sources from underrepresented communities may not understand
the industry language around what it means to be source (for example what it
means to be on or off the record, on background, etc.) and I take care to be
transparent about these practices 
The sources I am contacting have a diverse range of identities and viewpoints to
ensure I am including multiple perspectives in my stories 
I do my best to reach out to underrepresented communities for all kinds of news
content, not just content like crime reports  
I take care to honor the basic principle of including the voices of the community
I’m reporting on and am cautious towards asking sources who are not a part of
the community to comment on them 
I am keeping track of the demographics of my sources so that I can improve my
sourcing practices 
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FURTHER RESOURCESFURTHER RESOURCES
LEARN MORE ABOUT OTHER

SOURCE AUDITING EFFORTS

A Google Drive folder with a culmination of our resources listed throughout
this toolkit. 
Everything Chalkbeat learned from source auditing 
What the Reynolds Journalism institute found after from their own source
audit alongside Chalkbeat 
Lessons learned from WHYY’s source audits 
How the Lenfest Institute and Philadelphia Inquirer began building their own
tools for source auditing 
The State Press’ findings after their 2021 source audit  

If you’d like to learn more about what other news organizations and newsrooms are
doing, please check out the following resources:  

For further information about Pass the Mic and our source auditing efforts, please
reach out to us at passthemic@gannett.com. 
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1XDpCr6quTVa4-ObD7Qqhh0JdCjAOO_hO?usp=sharing
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/21/22543675/source-diversity-auditing-tracking-chalkbeat-rji-equity-work
https://rjionline.org/rji-partnerships/heres-everything-we-learned-about-source-diversity-auditing/
https://www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/public-radio-cultural-competency.php
https://www.lenfestinstitute.org/lenfest-local-lab/the-lenfest-local-lab-the-brown-institute-and-the-philadelphia-inquirer-are-building-open-source-content-audit-tools-for-local-newsrooms/
https://www.statepress.com/article/2021/09/source-audit-spring-2021
https://www.statepress.com/article/2021/09/source-audit-spring-2021

