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Credibility Perceptions of News Coverage
of Ethnic Groups: The Predictive Roles
of Race and News Use

CHRISTOPHER E. BEAUDOIN
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ESTHER THORSON
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The authors examined the roles that race and news use play in pre-
dicting perceived credibility of news coverage of etbnic groups. With
data from a 2000 telepbone survey of the Minneapolis-St. Paul areaq,
analyses were conducted specific to news use and news percep-
tions of three media outlets: the Minneapolis Star-Tribune, the
St. Paul Pioneer Press, and WCCO-TV news. Race played an
important role in predicting credibility perceptions, but news use
did not. Specifically, being Black (or not) played a stronger role
than being White (or not) in predicting credibility perceptions of
news coverage of Blacks and credibility perceptions of news cover-
age of Whites. In addition, Blacks viewed news coverage of Blacks
as being less credible than did non-Blacks, and Blacks viewed
news coverage of Whites as being more credible than dic non-
Blacks.

KEYWORDS news coverage of ethwic groups, race ane news,
ethnic news credibility, media credibility, credibility perceptions

A bevy of literature in the area of mass communication has focused on the
concept of media credibility and its important correlates, including news
use. One stream of research has positioned media credibility as an indle-
pendent variable that influences news use. Indicating a causal relationship,
Cobbey (1980) demonstrated that perceived accuracy of news coverage,
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34 C. E. Beaudoin and E. Thorson

one dimension of credibility, was an important antecedent of newspaper
readership. In a more recent study, Beaudoin and Thorson (2002) articulated
a model in which newspaper readership is predicted by minority-specific
measures of news credibility and media norms. A second stream of research
has positioned media credibility as a dependent variable, one that can rise
from news use, demographics, and other variables. For example, Rimmer
and Weaver (1987) explained that low media credibility levels may result,
in part, from a lack of familiarity with a specific medium. In an experimental
setting, Bucy (2003) found support for this same direction of influence, dem-
onstrating that TV channel use affects perceptions of network news credi-
bility. Both approaches make intuitive sense. If people consider a
newspaper to be credible, they will be likely to read it. And if people read
a newspaper, they may become familiar with it and view it as being credible.

Although media credibility has been measured with various dimensions
such as believability, accuracy, trustworthiness, and fairness (e.g., Shaw,
1973; Times Mirror, 1986), its application to specific areas of news content
has been less common. Such an approach, of examining perceived credibility
of specific areas of news content, seems especially useful today in terms of
news coverage of ethnic groups and related news perceptions. News cover-
age of Blacks and other ethnic groups is important because of its oft-critiqued
flaws. News coverage often depicts Blacks as being violent, lazy, poor, and
threatening toward Caucasians (Entman, 1992, 2000; Gilens, 1996; Jamieson,
1992). Specifically, Dixon and Linz (2000) found that Blacks were more likely
than Whites to be depicted as lawbreakers in TV news, but less likely to be
shown as law defenders. In another study, Entman (1992) demonstrated that
Blacks are depicted in a more dehumanized manner than Whites in local TV
news about crime. He found that 38% of Blacks who were accused of a
crime were depicted as being restrained by a police officer, as compared
to just 18% of Whites accused of a crime, and that 39% of Black perpetrators
were mentioned by name, as compared to 65% of White perpetrators. More
recently, Romer, Jamieson, and De Coteau (1998) demonstrated that Blacks
were depicted in TV news as perpetrators of crime more often than as victims
of crime (72%, as compared to 47% of the time).

Dramatic changes in U.S. ethnic patterns also underscore the importance
of news coverage of ethnic groups and perceptions of it. Ethnic diversifi-
cation is already prominent in U.S. metropolitan areas, with minorities con-
stituting more than 50% of the populations in Philadelphia, St. Louis, San
Francisco, Houston, and Atlanta (Frey, 1998). Such ethnic diversification is
expected to continue in the United States, with the Black segment of the
U.S. population increasing from 13% in 1998 to 15% in 2040, Latinos from
11% in 1998 to 23% in 2040, and Asian Americans from 4% in 1998 to
9% in 2040 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).

Problems in news coverage of ethnic groups, as well as the changing
ethnic makeup of the United States, present a fertile landscape for the study
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of perceived credibility of news coverage of specific ethnic groups. In this
light, the current study examines differences in such perceptions across eth-
nic groups, as well as their associations with important race- and news-
related indicators. Specifically, we consider racial affiliation and news use
as predictors of credibility indexes specific to news coverage of Blacks and
news coverage of Whites in three metropolitan news media outlets,

NEWS COVERAGE OF BLACKS AND WHITES

Differences between news depictions of Blacks and Whites are at the core of
the current study. Entman (1992) demonstrated that Blacks are depicted in a
more dehumanized manner than Whites in local TV news about crime. Of
those accused of crimes, 45.6% of Blacks were well-dressed, as compared
to 69.4% of Whites. In addition, Blacks were more likely to be pictured with-
out their name (51.1%, as compared to 34.7% for Whites) and less likely to
be shown in video motion (52.3%, as compared to 66.3% for Whites).
Finally, Blacks were more likely to be physically restrained (37.8%, as com-
pared to 17.6% for Whites). The bias went beyond the photo depictions.
Although only 11.2% of accused Blacks received pro-defense sound bites,
29.4% of accused Whites received such sound hites.

In another stucly, Entman (1994) explained several important differences
in TV depictions of Blacks and Whites. Black defendants were more likely to
be shown in still photographs or mug shots, without their name indicated on
the screen. In contrast, White defendants were more likely to be named and
be depicted with motion video, The result, Entman holds, is that Blacks are
viewed as an undifferentiated group, while Whites are viewed as having inci-
viclual identities. In addition, Black defendants were more likely than White
defendants to be shown in the physical custocdy of police, This pattern could
result in the creation of stereotypes of Blacks being more dangerous than
Whites.

In yet another study, Gilens (1990) examined photographic portrayals
of Blacks in Time, Newsweek, and U1.8. Netos and World Report. Tn terms of
photos related to poverty, 66% of the people pictured in Newsweek were
Black, followed by 05% in Time and 53% in 0.8, News. These percentages
were far above the true proportion at the time (29%). In addition, the three
news magazines misrepresented the employment status of Blacks. Although
42% of the Black population was employed at the time, the news depic-
tions showed a different picture, with only 12% employed. Similar trends
held true in terms of stories about the poor, homelessness, public wellare,
and so forth. More recently, Dixon and Linz (2000) examined TV news
depictions of Blacks and Whites as perpetrators of crime and as officers
of the law. Blacks were 1.72 times more likely than Whites to be portrayed
as perpetrators of crime—and 2.46 times more likely when it came to




36 C. E. Beaudoin and E. Thorson

felonies. In addition, Blacks were 3.83 times more likely to be shown as
perpetrators of crime than as police officers. In contrast, Whites were .43
times more likely to be shown as perpetrators of crime than as police offi-
cers. Thus, Blacks were shown more often as criminals and Whites more as
police officers.

There have been studies that comment on news depictions of Blacks
and Whites in the current study’s three focal media outlets (Len-Rios,
Thorson, Rodgers, & Yoon, 2002; Rodgers & Thorson, 2003). The studies indi-
cate that Blacks rarely appear in the news and, when they do, it is in negative
news topic domains. In terms of news coverage, Len-Rios et al. studied preva-
lence rates for depictions of ethnic groups in 1998 and 1999 news content in the
three focal media outlets. In the Minneapolis Star-Tribune, Whites appeared in
80% of the stories, followed by Latinos (8%), Blacks (7%), and Asian Ameri-
cans (5%). In the St. Paul Pioneer Press, Whites appeared in 79% of the stories,
followed by Blacks (8%), Asian Americans (7%), and Latinos (6%). Finally, in
terms of WCCO-TV news coverage, Whites appeared in 86% of stories,
followed by Blacks (9%), Latinos (3%), and Asian Americans (2%).

In another study, Rodgers and Thorson (2003) examined news depic-
tions in the St. Paul Pioneer Press, Los Angeles Times, and St. Louis Posl-
Dispatch. 1t should be noted that the first paper is one of the current study’s
three focal media outlets. The authors considered reporter gender and source
ethnicity in terms of story topics. In terms of the negative crime/courts topic
grouping, sources were more likely to be Blacks than Whites for both male
reporters (10% vs. 8%) and female reporters (17% vs. 7%). In contrast, in
terms of the more positive government/politics topic grouping, sources were
less likely to be Blacks than Whites for both male reporters (3% vs. 29%) and
female reporters (6% vs. 23%). Thus, Blacks were depicted more often than
Whites in stories about crimes and courts, while Whites were depicted more
frequently than Blacks in stories about politics and government.

THE CORRELATES OF CREDIBILITY PERCEPTIONS OF NEWS
COVERAGE OF ETHNIC GROUPS

News Use

A positive correlation between media use and perceived media credibility
has been demonstrated by a long line of survey research (American Society
of Newspaper Editors (ASNE), 1985, 1986; Carter & Greenberg, 1965;
Cobbey, 1980; Shaw, 1973; Westley & Severin, 1964). These findings can
be interpreted in one of two ways. First, it could be that perceived media
credibility leads to media use. In this scenario, if people consider a news
source to be credible, they will be likely to use it more than people who find
the news source to be less credible, Second, it could be that media use leads
to perceived media credibility. In this model, if people use a news source,
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they will become familiar with it and develop higher levels of perceived
credibility than people who use the news source less often.

More recent research has taken different approaches to exploring the
relationship. Rimmer and Weaver (1987) examined whether perceived credi-
bility was correlated with media use frequency or media choice. They found
support for the latter correlation, between perceived credibility and media
choice. Similarly, Wanta and Hu (1994) demonstrated a significant correlation
between news media believability and news media reliance, but a non-
significant relationship between news media believability and news
exposure. Furthermore, the authors found support for a more complex
model in which believability influenced reliance, which influenced exposure.
Beaudoin and Thorson (2002) considered the relationship between news use
and perceived credibility in a step-like manner, as well. They demonstrated
that perceived credibility of minority and mainstream news coverage influ-
enced newspaper readership via the mediation of attitude toward the
newspaper.

Thus, although early findings indicated a positive correlation between
media use and perceived media credibility, later studies have reported dif-
ferent and more complex relationships. In addition, only the Beaudoin and
Thorson (2002) study measured perceived credibility specific to news
coverage of minority and mainstream groups, but that study posited and
tested a mediation model involving attitude toward the newspaper.
Because of the varied findings of these studies and the fact that the studies
have not focused on perceived credibility of news coverage of specific eth-
nic groups such as Blacks and Whites, we articulate one research question
related to news use and perceived credibility of news coverage of ethnic
groups.

RQ1: What is the relationship between news use and perceived credi-
bility of news coverage of ethnic groups?

Race

Research has indicated that perceptions of media credibility vary according
to demographics, such as ethnicity (e.g., Westley & Severin, 1964). For
example, Bernhardt, Lariscy, Parrott, Silk, and Felter (2002) demonstrated
that Blacks were most skeptical of the government as a source of health infor-
mation. There appear to be two theoretical frameworks for explaining the
relationship between race and perceived credibility of news coverage of
ethnic groups. One theoretical basis lies in icentification theory (Kelman,
1961), which holds that people judge their level of similarity with an infor-
mation source during interactions (Fovland & Weiss, 1951, Kelman, 1961).
When people are confronted with a source that shares characteristics to
their own, they are led to infer that the source and they will share other







