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The Maynard Institute created the Reality Checks kit in response to requests from the APME, ASNE and Total Community
Coverage partner newspapers across the country.  It provides tools for measuring and discussing how accurately the news reflects
the realities of A m e r i c a ’s multicultural society.

The kit contains worksheets and content audit instruments for analyzing community characteristics as well as news stories and
images. These tools are based on Robert C. Maynard’s “Fault Lines” framework of race, gender, generation, geography and class.

Maynard, editor and publisher of the Oakland Tr i b u n e , had begun development of the Fault Lines framework before his death
in 1993. He believed that the most accurate news helps individuals and communities see themselves whole - and that journalists
need to acknowledge differences based on race, gender (or sexual orientation), generation, geography and class as “deep, but com-
pletely natural things, as natural as geologic fault lines.”

Whether Maynard’s Fault Lines are used to assess community characteristics, individual stories or patterns of coverage in the
whole newspaper, the Reality Checks kit is intended to stimulate thinking and dialogue about what is and what could be. The pur-
pose is to help journalists make news coverage more inclusive and representative of their communities.

As a brainstorming tool, the content audit instruments are designed to increase awareness and to stimulate discussion about the
impact of Fault Lines on the journalistic constraints, opportunities and choices that affect accuracy. The kit is organized in a pro-
gression intended to make it possible for the worksheets and content audit instruments to be easily understood and used by an
individual or groups of varying sizes. 

How to Use This Kit

The Reality Checks kit equips you with tools for an analysis of both your community and your local newspaper content through
the prism of the Fault Lines of race, gender, class, generation and geography. Local content is defined as news stories and images
depicting issues, events and people in the newspaper’s circulation area and/or news stories and images produced by a staff writer,
photographer or graphic artist. The Fault Lines approach is used to identify gaps both in our understanding of a particular commu-
nity and in news content relative to community and readership demographics. Here is an overview of the tools and specific sugges-
tions for using them. 

Begin by identifying the demographics of the community and the readership of your newspaper using the C o m m u n i t y /
Readership Demographics Wo r k s h e e t and Community/Readership Demographics Resource List included in this kit. To help you
obtain accurate information, we have provided suggested resources for answering each question. You will need one copy of each of
these worksheets for each person participating in the exercise.

Upon completion of this exercise, proceed to the Fault Lines Content Audit To o l s. The Reality Checks kit contains three sepa-
rate audit instruments. Here is a brief overview to help you decide where to begin:

• The Individual Stories and Images Content Audit Instrument enables journalists to conduct a personal audit of indi-
vidual news stories and/or photographs and graphics. Whether it’s done individually or with group participation, a jour-
nalist can complete the audit and participate in a full discussion of content in just 15 to 30 minutes.

• The Whole NewspaperAnalysis Content Audit Instrument is used for identifying patterns of coverage in the whole
n e w s p a p e r. It is a two-part instrument designed to analyze the content of local news stories and news images. You have
two options for conducting a whole newspaper analysis, and both options use the two-part instrument:

• Quick Vi e w analyzes a limited number of local news stories and news images from one or two issues 
of the newspaper.

• I n - D e p t h analyzes a broader representation of local news stories and images from all sections over 
a minimum of two weeks. It provides quantifiable analysis and requires data entry and interpretation.
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After years of living with the geologic fault lines that lie beneath the earth’s surface in the San Francisco Bay A r e a
and after his experiences covering the social earthquakes of the l960s, the late Robert C. Maynard identified the five “Fault
Lines” of race, gender, class, generation and geography as the prisms through which we in this country see the world.

Maynard focused on the five Fault Lines of race, class, gender, generation and geography because he believed they
were the most enduring forces that have shaped social tensions since the founding of this nation.

“The most important part is keeping our eyes on the master metaphor of the Fault Line,” Maynard wrote. “The soci-
ety is split along five faults, and we try in vain to paper them over, fill them in or pretend they aren’t there.. .. [These]
underlying forces, like those in the center of the earth, will thwart us until we come to see our differences as deep, but com-
pletely natural things, as natural as geologic fault lines. We don’t have to resolve our differences. We can agree to disagree.”

M a y n a r d ’s no-fault Fault Lines framework provides a sophisticated tool for journalists to analyze and make sense of
our complex realities. One person’s Fault Line perspective is another’s Fault Line blind spot. This approach reminds us that
people are the totality of their Fault Lines rather than any one Fault Line. So it’s not enough to look at things strictly as a
matter of male or female, black or white. While it’s true that those differences often shape our perspectives, the other Fault
Lines play a role as well. A d i fference of perspective or opinion that appears to one of us to be based on age may appear to
others to be based on class. When we confuse race with class or class with geography, we confuse our readers and erode our
c r e d i b i l i t y. With Fault Lines, journalists have a check list that helps them identify the various Fault Lines in a story — and
acknowledge where they sit on the Fault Lines chart so that they can try to see the world through someone else’s eyes.

The five Fault Lines are :

R A C E / E T H N I C I T Y Black, Asian, Hispanic/Latino, Native American, mixed race, white

G E N D E R male, female, gay/lesbian

G E N E R AT I O N youth (0–19),  20s, 30s, 40s, 50s, 60s+, boomer, generation X. While age can
alter a point of view, that same point of view is often defined by generational 

experiences. Generation X didn’t watch Nixon resign. The baby boomers did
not live through the Great Depression.

C L A S S rich, upper middle class/wealthy, middle class, working class, poor

G E O G R A P H Y urban, suburban, rural; plus region

2

UNDERSTANDING FAULT LINES
Reality ChecksMAYNARD INSTITUTE FOR JOURNALISM EDUCATION

WWW.MAYNARDIJE.ORG

How are Fault Lines reflected in news coverage?

Some are more subtle and “hidden” than others, but Fault Lines are reflected through news sources and photo sub-
jects, story dimensions and story ideas.

S o u rc i n g : In analyzing sourcing, ask:

•What Fault Lines do my news sources and photo subjects reflect?  How do their Fault Lines affect their comments,
interests, decisions or actions?

•What Fault Lines perspectives are missing?  Are they needed to help readers better understand the relevance of the
news to their lives and communities?

•If so, can they be added within the constraints of deadlines, news holes and other available resources?

D i m e n s i o n s : In analyzing individual stories, ask:

• What Fault lines are reflected in the story?  W h a t ’s missing?
• If there are missing elements, would adding them help readers better understand the relevance of the news to their

lives and communities?
• If so, can they be added within the constraints of deadlines, news holes and other available resources?
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Individual Stories and Images Content Audit Instructions

• You will need one copy of the Individual Stories and Images Content Audit Instrument for each news story and/or
news image you choose.

• Review the Individual Stories and Images Content Audit Instrument Sample Article for specific examples of how
to fill out the instrument.

• Upon completing the audit exercise, answer the questions below the graphic, review your findings and use them as
a basis for discussion.

INDIVIDUAL STORIES AND IMAGES INSTRUCTIONS
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SO WHAT?

I n s t r u c t i o n s : The Fault Lines are reflected in the sources, subjects and topics of news stories, columns, editorials, photographs and graphics. News sources
provide information for stories. They are quoted and paraphrased in stories. News subjects, the persons whom the story is about, may or may not be quoted.
Only the s o u r c e s of news stories should be analyzed. Photo/graphic subjects are the persons whose faces can be clearly seen in photographs or graphics.

The numbers assigned to each Fault Line represent codes. Refer to and use the codes when answering questions in the content audit instrument for
Individual Stories and Images.

Every news story or image, in theory, reflects a multiplicity of Fault Lines, but rarely are all those Fault Lines explicitly stated. For example, one can, by and
large, determine the gender of a photo subject, but it’s often impossible to determine from a photograph alone the subject’s socioeconomic class.

Therefore, the audit can only analyze Fault Lines that are explictly stated in the text or cutlines or that can be determined through direct or common knowl-
edge, through photographs, or through synonyms and descriptors in the text. Synonyms and descriptors for class, race and geography include “blue collar, ”
“upscale,” “predominantly black,” “all white,” and “inner city. ”

If a story or image does not state or indicate a particular Fault Line, enter 00 for “can’t determine.” 

INDIVIDUAL STORIES AND IMAGES

RACE / ETHNICITY

1. Black
2. A s i a n
3. Hispanic / Latino
4. Native A m e r i c a n
5. mixed race
6. white
7. Non-white, can’t

d e t e r m i n e
8. Other (specify)
00. can’t determine

G E O G R A P H Y

1. urban

2. suburban

3. rural

4. neighborhood (specify)

5. other (specify)

00. can’t determine

G E N E R AT I O N

1. 0– 1 8

2. 19–34

3. 35–6 4

4. 65+

00. can’t determine

C L A S S
1. High income

($75K +)

2. Middle income

($35 - 74,999K)

3. Low income

(below $34,999K)

00. can’t determine

G E N D E R

1. male

2. female

3. gay

4. lesbian

00. can’t determine

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

SOURCE # RACE / ETHNICITY G E N D E R C L A S S G E N E R AT I O N G E O G R A P H Y

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

MAYNARD INSTITUTE FOR JOURNALISM EDUCATION Reality Checks

WWW.MAYNARDIJE.ORG

SUBJECT # RACE / ETHNICITY G E N D E R C L A S S G E N E R AT I O N G E O G R A P H Y

I n s t r u c t i o n s : Upon completion of the above exercise, apply what you’ve learned to the following:

N E W S VA L U E S What makes the story or image newsworthy and why?

N O T E S :

C O N S T R A I N T S What constraints do you think affected the reporting and presentation of this coverage?

NOTES:

A C C U R A C Y Would the coverage more accurately reflect the whole community if more Fault Lines dimensions were represented?

N O T E S :

O P P O R T U N I T I E S What kind of follow-up reporting could be done to add Fault Lines dimensions that would help readers better understand the relevance 

of the news to their lives and communities?

N O T E S :
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Source #2

RACE: 1- Black
GENDER: 2 - female

CLASS: 00 - can’t determine
GENERATION: 00 - can’t determine
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban

Source #3

RACE: 3 - Hispanic / Latino
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 00 - can’t determine
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban

Source #1

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 2 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
G E N E R AT I O N : 2 - (19-34)
GEOGRAPHY: 1- urban

Subject #1

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 2 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
G E N E R AT I O N : 2 - (19-34)
GEOGRAPHY: 1- urban

INDIVIDUAL STORY AND IMAGE SAMPLE
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Whole NewspaperAnalysis: Quick Vi e w

•Decide which sections of your newspaper you will analyze and for what period of time. For example, you might
select Section A, Local News, Business, or Sports for two days. Use a separate copy of the appropriate analysis
tool for each local news story or news image you pick.

• Review the instrument with each person participating in this exercise. Use the appropriate Sample News Story or
Sample News Image as a model. Make copies of this aid for participants who want it.

• Once you collect the completed instruments, you may find it helpful to do a quick tally as a basis for
d i s c u s s i o n .

Whole NewspaperAnalysis: In-Depth

• Decide which sections of your newspaper you will analyze and for what period of time. 
A minimum of two weeks is suggested. For example,

• Section A: all local news stories and news images
• Local news section: all local news stories and news images
• Other sections: local news stories and news images on cover pages
• Include all jumps and accompanying news images.

• Estimate the number of articles/images per issue. Then multiply that times the number of issues you
are analyzing.

• Example: If your staff analyzes 60 local news articles per issue x 14 issues, you will need 
840 copies of the Whole Newspaper News Stories Content Audit Instrument.

• Example: If your staff analyzes 15 local news images per issue x 14 issues, you will need 
200 copies of the Whole Newspaper News Images Content Audit Instrument.

• Review the instrument with each person participating in the Whole Newspaper Analysis. Use the Sample News
Story or Sample News Image as a model. Make copies of the appropriate aid for participants who want it.
Check that each participating staff member is aware of the correct S t a rt a n d E n d D a t e s of this exercise.

• Collect the completed instruments from participants. Ask your data-management department to enter the data
using a spreadsheet software program such as Microsoft Excel.

WHOLE NEWSPAPER INSTRUCTIONS
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Source #1

RACE: 6 - white
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 4 - 65+
GEOGRAPHY: 00 - can’t determine
OCCUPATION: 2 - elected official

Source #2

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 4 - 65+
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban
OCCUPATION: 3 - non-elected gov’t official

Source #3

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 00 - can’t determine
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban
OCCUPATION: 16 - other, clergy

Source #4

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 00 - can’t determine
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban
OCCUPATION: 16 - other, clergy

Source #5

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 00 - can’t determine
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban
OCCUPATION: 16 - other, clergy

WHOLE NEWSPAPER: NEWS STORY SAMPLE
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DATE: 3/10/99

PAGE: A1

HEADLINE: Mayor has his backers 
for reforms

STORY TYPE: 1 - breaking/spot news

PLACEMENT: 2 - front section page one

TOPIC: 1 - government
2 - politics
13 - religion

LOCATION OF
NEWS EVENT: 1 - urban

IMAGES: 1 - yes
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Subject #1

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 00 - can’t determine
GENERATION: 4 - 65+
GEOGRAPHY: 1 - urban
OCCUPATION: 00 - can’t determine

LOCATION: 1 - foreground

Subject #3

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 2 - middle income
GENERATION: 00 - can’t determine
GEOGRAPHY: 00 - can’t determine
OCCUPATION: 00 - can’t determine

LOCATION: 1 - foreground

Subject #2

RACE: 1 - Black
GENDER: 1 - male

CLASS: 00 - can’t determine
GENERATION: 1 - (0-19)
GEOGRAPHY: 00 - can’t determine
OCCUPATION: 00 - can’t determine

LOCATION: 3 - middleground

WHOLE NEWSPAPER: NEWS IMAGE SAMPLE
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DATE: 3/10/99

PAGE: A1

HEADLINE: Mayor has his backers 
for reforms

IMAGETYPE: 1 - photo w/story

PLACEMENT: 2 - inside front section

TOPIC: 1 - government
2 - politics
13 - religion

LOCATION OF
NEWS EVENT: 1 - urban
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You may want to take some time to discuss and answer these questions once you have completed the content audit
and/or the image/graphic audit.  These questions are intended to stimulate discussion.

1.  Who are your audiences?  What audiences do you want to reach?

2.  After examining the data collected from the audit, do you think you are reaching the audiences most important
to you and your newspaper?

3.  What are the three gaps you believe are the most important for your newspaper to address?  How can you fill
those gaps?

Context Discussion 

The following questions are designed to address the so what of news coverage to determine if the coverage con-
tains information that might help readers understand its relevance to their lives and community.

1.  How well does the news coverage overall convey history and background about events or issues?

2.  How well does the coverage – through words or images – convey the impact of what’s being reported on indi-
viduals?  On different groups in the community?  On the entire community?  In what ways does the coverage com-
pare the news to similar events or situations?

3.  Overall, how well does the news coverage convey multiple dimensions or perspectives across the Fault Lines of
race, gender, class, generation and geography?
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The Robert C. Maynard Institute for Journalism Education, a resource center for diversity in news media, provides a variety of pro-
grams and services for daily newspapers across the country. Options for Whole Newspaper In-Depth Analysis include on-site train-
ing, independent audits, data entry and interpretation, and facilitated discussions.

Maynard Institute
401 - 13th Street, 9/F

Oakland, California 94612
Phone: (510) 891-9202

w w w. m a y n a r d i j e . o r g
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