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Primary Question

How does North Carolina’s media system 
abet associations of Blackness and crime?
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Media

Background
The overrepresentation of Black people in the U.S. criminal 
justice system has been widely documented.1
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That overrepresentation comes as Black people are more 
likely to be stopped by police or to be the subjects of 
police-initiated contact.4

The Media’s Role

Media imagery has contributred to a synonym of Blackness 
and criminality.5 Historically, Black people only made the 
news if they were the victim or perpetrator of a crime.6

Crime stories posted with mugshots have higher click rates7 
— which is interesting given the lasting impact having a 
mugshot published in a news outlet can have on people.

Past research has found that minorities were overrepresented 
in crime stories nationally,8 and that news viewers found 

darker skinned perpetrators to be more 
memorable in mugshots posted.9

Methods

This two-part study examines race representations in both 
police Twitter feeds and crime news outlets in corresponding 
regions across North Carolina. 

For each region I selected the top broadcast and top online 
news organization for each region. I scraped all of the crime 
news articles published by each outlet from May to August of 
2019 and of 2021 — bookending the 2020 Black Lives 
Matter movement — with Google news as my archivist. 
Using Python I scraped the main image and headline from 
each crime article. 
Each photo was hand coded to determine the race and gender 
of the depicted perpetrator. Race was coded two ways: using a 
mutually exclusive category assignment and also the Monk 
Skin Tone Scale.

The police Twitter feed data, collected for a previous study 
using similar methods, was reanalyzed to match the 
timeframe of the crime news data.

The codebook was tested for intercoder reliability and met a Scott’s Pi of .80. 

Results

49%
decrease in the number 
of crime news mugshots 
posted from 2019 to 
2021. 

The drop doesn’t mean these outlets are posting fewer crime 
stories, just fewer mugshots. 
Similarly, there was a drop in suspects posted on 
police Twitter feeds.
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There was a general right-siding of representation among 
crime news outlets in 2021. This was not prevalent in the 
police Twitter feeds.
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Discussion

While there appears to be somewhat of a righting of 
representation among crime news outlets, it is important to 
note that news organizations still reflect the disproportionate 
number of Black people arrested in North Carolina.

Overrepresentation of 
Black people in crime 
news

Overrepresentation of 
who public perceives 
as criminals

Overrepresentation of 
Black people being 
arrested

Overrepresentation of 
policing in Black 
communities

It’s a positive feedback loop.

Any Questions? Reach Out to Me Here:
skwebb@email.unc.edu
540-878-8890

These studies are interesting, but outdated 
given the race movements that have 
happened since.
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