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Part I: Problem Statement 

 
In a world filled with wars, high profile political parties, and struggles for human rights, 

society is bombarded with the idea of choosing sides in any number of different public 

battlefields. These conflicts group us together into categories (left and right, liberal and 

conservative, pro and anti) that continuously define our roles in society. The Grand Rapids 

Institute for Information Democracy (GRIID) exists to explore the foundational issue of how 

these categories are defined and how those definitions manifest themselves throughout society. 

Corporate media acts as the major influence in choosing sides, and GRIID seeks to find out 

exactly how it affects societal roles (Grand Rapids Institute for Informational Democracy, 1998). 

GRIID encourages consumers of corporate media to not simply act as passive receivers of 

current events and news topics, but instead, to act on the information presented.  

Content analysis studies serve to explore the information presented and compile it into a 

data set as a jumping off point for further research. The specific focus for this project looks at 

how corporate media (locally, the Grand Rapids Press) presents information about religions 

within Grand Rapids, gathering data about what religions are mentioned, how often, and under 

what conditions. The results from this study will hopefully stimulate some dialogue about the 

role of Press in shaping opinions about religion in Grand Rapids. This study will bring to light 

the different ways in which local populations can consume media, so pointing out biases in the 

reporting is an important goal of this study, although not the primary one. Similar studies from 

the past show these same concerns with a growing reliance on corporate media to develop 

opinions and perceptions of different religious groups. One such study was conducted in 1988 to 

examine media coverage of new religious movements in the 1970s and 80s (Driel & Richardson 

1988). This shows that these concerns remained consistent throughout decades, and we need to 

continue exploring them for just this reason.  

 As the top print news source in the area, the 

Grand Rapids Press carries the highest number of 

readers in Grand Rapids and the surrounding 

suburbs. Daily, it gets distributed to 137,323 

readers and 185,041 readers on Sunday. The 

counties it reaches stretch from Kalamazoo in the 

South and Emmet in the North. Because of this 

large distribution, the Press should be held 

accountable for the stories it prints so as not to 

promote bias in any of its news stories and/or 

features. This study works to inspire and create 

dialogue to keep both the public and its media 

sources aware of these issues. 
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Part II. Literature Review  

 
Introduction:  

Current trends demonstrate that religion is more “newsworthy,” yet many wonder if they 

should trust what the media presents. Ideally, the media should present unbiased and neutral 

material. However, many media consumers express concern that journalists and media outlets act 

biased against religion in general, or against certain religious groups. Past literature sheds some 

light on understanding this perception.  

In the review of past literature, focus was on the portrayal of religion in dominant media 

outlets, although several of the articles move outside of this focus. Literature on this topic 

divides into the following three main trends: “established” versus “new religious movement,” the 

amount of conflict associated with reports on religion, and the extent of political involvement 

within different denominations. We will look at each of these trends more closely in relation to 

the way the Grand Rapids Press portrays religion by looking specifically at articles that include 

religious tradition, denominations, and political themes.    

 

Different Indicators of Media Bias: 

The difference between an “established denomination” and “a new religious movement” 

serves as one of the main indicators of media bias. Those denominations considered 

“established” include the Roman Catholic Church and those that stem from the Protestant 

tradition. Although these religious traditions tend to receive less overall press coverage, the 

nature of their press coverage seems positive when compared to newer religious movements. 

Wright (2010) states that religious groups who tend to steer away from “traditional” Judeo-

Christian faith often appear susceptible to journalists. Driel and Richardson (1988) echo this, 

stating that the US print media reports on new religious movements from as early as the 1970’s 

tend to label these movements as deviant, taking the position of making them highly unpopular 

groups and movements in the eyes of their readers.  

   The topic of conflict associated with reports on religion is related to the topic of 

“established” versus “new religious movement.”  Researchers Hart, Turner, and Knupp point out 

that the “media fails to cover new religious movements except when they become controversial 

or appear eccentric” (Hart, Turner, Knupp, 2010, p. 256-275).     Although these movements and 

denominations number less in their national membership, the nature and amount of conflict they 

generate make them more “newsworthy.” As a result, the characterizations of new religious 

movements tend toward cult status and linked to potential or actual violence. One example of 

this comes to us from Shupe who reviewed televangelism and its portrayal in the media. Shupe 

discovered that the media portrays televangelists negatively as a result of their actions on 

television (Shupe, 1990).  
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 Both of these first two stated trends tend to reflect the biases inherent in the journalists 

reporting on these denominations—including Judeo Christian journalists. As Buss (1995) states, 

these journalists carry their biases into their reporting with elaborate and exaggerated stories 

involving unsubstantiated information and simple rumors. The stories that make clarifications 

about the original rarely get covered. In addition to this, journalists may not have enough time to 

deeply research, making the report less detailed than desired. This suggests that one should 

consider specific journalist preferences and affiliations when analyzing religious bias in the 

media. 

  In contrast, Moore’s study of religious coverage for Buddhism and Christianity 

generated findings that contrasted what other studies found. Specifically, Moore found that the 

media remains, in fact, quite respectful of religion, finding no correlation for a certain religion 

favored over another. 

Third, the extent to which organized religions or new religious movements participate in 

political affairs may determine how favorably the media views them. Because denominational 

participation in political affairs determines the political topics certain religions take up (such as 

gay marriage, women’s rights, and race), the portrayal of these politically active denominations 

reflects the stand they take on these issues. In a study looking at denominational coverage in 

Times and The Washington Post, Ferre points out:    

The key to understanding pro-Jewish, pro-Anglican, pro-Roman Catholic coverage…may 

be found in the issues that were covered. The major issues of these three denominations 

paralleled those of other established organizations. Political relations (church and state), 

intra-organizational (church services and liturgy) and inter-organizational (unity) 

concerns, and women's rights are easily associated with most community organizations. 

But the Baptists, the only primarily evangelical group of the four, do not fit in well with 

the establishment, hence the bias against that denomination [Ferre, 1980, p. 282]. 

The stance taken on a political issue (such as gay marriage) by certain denominations generate 

conflict and influence the sort of media attention those denominations will receive.  This 

supports the importance of looking at denominational conflict.  

Gaps in Existing Literature:  

An important gap seems to appear in existing literature on the subject. Although several 

researchers point to political involvement as an indicator, we need to look at analysis of the 

larger sociopolitical context in the United States.  

Importance to GRIID Research Project:  

 Past literature aids the current analysis of the religion section of the Grand Rapids Press 

by providing several indicators as to why a religious bias against non-conventional 

denominations could exist. The current content analysis focuses on press coverage of major 
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religious traditions as well as smaller religious traditions. Major themes in the articles studied 

included: congregational versus individual; service-orientation; theological issues dealing with 

race, women, or gay rights, scandals; financial/business matters of churches. We also considered 

the persons quoted or focused on in the articles because these serve as important indicators of the 

viewpoint from which they approach the problem at hand.  In line with Ferre, we also considered 

stories that emphasize denomination stances on political issues such as the financial recession, 

immigration reform, and health care. 



 

 

11 

 

Part III. Research Question Formation 
 

Broad Research Question A:  

What religious traditions does the Grand Rapids Press Religion section focus on (Christianity, 

Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism or Other)? 

 A1. Are there any faith groups that receive a majority of Press coverage? 

Broad Research Question B:  

Which themes (events, congregational focus, individual focus, theological issues, financial or 

business of churches, community outreach or missions, missions in other parts of the country or 

another country, or political theme) are dominant in the Grand Rapids Press Religion section? 

B1. What is the relationship between political themes (health care, recession, 

immigration reform, electoral candidates or elections or other), social mobilization and 

the Religion section? 

Broad Research Question C:  

Is there a relationship between which voices are represented (church leader, church member, 

outside perspective or other and whether they are male female) and reporting in the Grand 

Rapids Press Religion section?  

C1. Are there a variety of perspectives (church leader, church member, and outside 

perspective) represented in the Religion section? 

C2. Are there an equal number of male and female speakers represented for each 

perspective? 
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Part IV. Methodology 

Sampling 

 

 This project consists of an in-depth study of newspapers, artifacts of a local population, 

instead of studying and analyzing the opinions and reactions of the actual persons within the 

population. The Grand Rapids Institute for Information Democracy (GRIID) provides a 

framework for the study with their publicized similar studies. GRIID teaches media literacy and 

critical thinking skills about how media functions so the public does not just receive information 

passively (www.griid.org, 2010). This project analyzes the attitudes toward religion that the 

media expresses and the avenues they use to express these attitudes (e.g. specific churches 

mentioned, what people were interviewed, etc.). The data comes from the Religion section of 

The Grand Rapids Press for the year of 2009, available on an online database provided by the 

Grand Rapids Public Library. The analysis consists of 458 out of a total 508 articles. The 

remaining articles did not fit into the line of research of the study. The articles we did not choose 

to analyze did not fit the criteria of a news piece (i.e. opinion columns) or they simply listed 

events (i.e. Faith Life Calendar). The sample helps to provide a better understanding of how local 

media portrays the religious facet of life in Grand Rapids.  

 

Measurement 

  

 In order to explore and analyze every part of the articles, several questions required 

exploration. The researchers did not do any face-to-face interviews for this study, so personal 

interpretation and group conversation served as basis for the coding methods for the articles read. 

In this way, researchers determined an article’s theme and attitude and categorized it 

appropriately. Table 1 below lists the different groups of questions answered or coded during 

data collection. The left column lists the type of question and the right column indicates the 

number of questions that address the specific category. 

  

Religious Tradition 2 

Theme of article 9 

Attitude of article 1 

Sources 4 

Books/speakers 2 

Article origin 1 

  

 The religious tradition questions narrowed down the specific congregations discussed in 

the article. The articles that did not mention specific congregations at least had some connection 

with a specific set of beliefs or values that placed it in the Religion section.  
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  The section related to an article’s theme contained the majority of the questions simply 

because there are a greater number of possibilities. Data analysis involved answering a set of yes 

or no questions about whether the theme of an article included a variety of different subject 

matter.   

 The single question concerning the attitude of an article asked only if the article 

demonstrated a positive, negative, or neutral attitude toward the religious, congregational, etc. 

subjects. In order to determine an article's theme, researchers considered the subject material of 

the article, what it focused on, and the manner in which journalists wrote about the subjects. For 

example, a positive article discussed the mission work of a church while a negative one delivered 

news of a scandal within the church. A neutral one simply focused on the current events within 

the religious communities of Grand Rapids. 

 The sources in every article included actual quotes used by the journalist and any person 

accorded with having a certain opinion or information about the subject matter of the article. 

This part of the research went a bit more in depth, recording the positions (in a church or 

congregational body) of the persons discussed and their gender. 

 The books and speakers section simply asked two yes or no questions about whether or 

not the article included announcements or reviews of new books or local speaking events. 

 The framework of the study also called for the origin of the article, with a list of three 

choices: locally written by a Press journalist, taken from an outside newspaper source, or taken 

from the Associated Press. 

 

Research Design 

  

 This study design used the specific aims of GRIID as a basis for the primary research 

questions. This base served to create a list of important data points to look for in every article, 

and with this list, researchers constructed a list of research questions (located on page 6 of this 

research report). Organizing the data into different subsections, as listed above, helped in the 

content analysis, and the different points were coded to fit a functional research design. For 

instance, when looking at the theme of an article, we clarified the specifics of a political theme 

so we could gather more data for that part. We did the same with specific denominations within 

the Christian church. 

 Every researcher analyzed one or two months of the Religion section. They listed every 

data point associated with one article and compiled their data in the end. If one or more parts of 

the code sheet did not apply to the article, Not Applicable served as a valid option. Once the 

researchers finished with collecting all twelve months of data, they compiled it all together in 

order to analyze the full year of writing. The frequencies below show the different relationships 

discovered between certain variables within study. 
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Part V: Statistical Analysis and Findings for Independent Variables 
 

 The Calvin GRIID group’s statistical analysis considers the religion section of the Grand 

Rapids Press for the year 2009 to determine if a religious bias is present in the news reporting. 

Descriptive frequencies show twenty-five variables such as religious denomination, themes, 

announcement of new books or speakers, and vocal source of article. The data collection consists 

of fifteen questions regarding the placement of articles in the religion section and the prominence 

of certain religious denominations over others. The GRIID group’s method of compiling data in 

a standard format is noted in the methodology section of this report. Due to the exploratory 

nature of the analysis, only descriptive frequency statistics are included because there is no 

intention of testing a research hypothesis at this stage. 

What religions and denominations are represented in the majority of articles? 

 
Broad Research Question A:  

What religious traditions does the Grand Rapids Press Religion section focus on (Christianity, 

Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism or Other)? 

A1. Are there any faith groups that receive a majority of Press coverage? 

 The original variable for religious tradition includes eight response categories—

Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Other, more than one mentioned, and none. 

According to our findings, the majority of the articles reporting on churches or organizations are 

from a Christian religious tradition (83.7%) compared to 0.7% for Islam, 2.5% for Judaism, 0.2% 

Buddhism, and 0.4 for Hinduism (N=477). 

What is the Religious Tradition? 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Christianity 374 81.7 83.7 

Islam 3 0.7 0.7 

Judaism 11 2.4 2.5 

Buddhism 1 0.2 0.2 

Hinduism 2 0.4 0.4 

Other 14 3.1 3.1 

More than 1 Mentioned 27 5.9 6.0 

None 15 3.3 3.4 

Valid 

Total 447 97.6 100.0 

Missing System 11 2.4  

Total 458 100.0  



 

 15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A1. Are there any faith groups that receive a majority of Press coverage? 

 

 If the article reports on a Christian church or organization, the research team also 

recorded the specific denomination, if mentioned. The original variable for Christian 

denomination includes thirteen response categories— Catholic, Baptist, Lutheran, Orthodox, 

Christian Reformed Church (CRC), Reformed Church in America (RCA), Nazarene, Non-

Denominational, Charismatic Baptist, Episcopal, United Church of Christ, other, and discusses 

two or more denominations. According to the findings, the majority of the articles report on 

churches or organizations that are Catholic (24.8%), CRC (17.8%), and Non-Denominational 

(9.9%), comprising the next largest percentage groups (N=314). 
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What is the Christian denomination? 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Catholic 78 17.0 24.8 

Baptist 10 2.2 3.2 

Lutheran 11 2.4 3.5 

Orthodox 3 0.7 1.0 

CRC 56 12.2 17.8 

RCA 4 0.9 1.3 

Nazarene 3 0.7 1.0 

Non-Denominational 31 6.8 9.9 

Charismatic Baptist 1 0.2 0.3 

Episcopalian 4 0.9 1.3 

United Church of Christ 6 1.3 1.9 

Other 43 9.4 13.7 

Two or more 64 14.0 20.4 

Valid 

Total 314 68.6 100.0 

0 33 7.2  

88 110 24.0  

System 1 0.2  

Missing 

Total 144 31.4  

Total 458 100.0  
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What is the overall theme of each article? 

Broad Research Question B:  

Which themes (events, congregational focus, individual focus, theological issues, financial or 

business of churches, community outreach or missions, missions in other parts of the country or 

another country, or political theme) are dominant in the Grand Rapids Press Religion section? 

The original variable for overall theme of each article includes eight response categories— 

events, congregational focus, individual focus, theological issues, financial or business of 

churches, community outreach or missions, missions in other part of the country or other 

countries, and political themes.  

According to our findings, 36.6% of the total articles have a theme focusing on an event.  

Is the article reporting an event? 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

No 292 63.8 63.9 63.9 

Yes 165 36.0 36.1 100.0 

Valid 

Total 457 99.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 0.2   

Total 458 100.0   

 

According to our findings, only 25.3% of the total articles have a theme with a congregational 

focus.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 342 74.7 

Yes 116 25.3 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

According to our findings, only 35.4% of the total articles have an individually focused theme.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 296 64.6 

Yes 162 35.4 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 
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According to our findings, 20.5% of the total has a theme focusing on theological issues.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 364 79.5 

Yes 94 20.5 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

According to our findings, only 7.6% of the total articles have a theme focusing on the financial 

business of churches.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 423 92.4 

Yes 35 7.6 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 
According to our findings, only 19.0% of the total articles focus on an electoral candidate.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 371 81.0 

Yes 87 19.0 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

According to our findings, 7.4 % of the total articles have a theme concerning missions in other 

parts of the country or in another country.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 424 92.6 

Yes 34 7.4 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

According to our findings, 16.4% of the total articles have a political theme.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 383 83.6 

Yes 75 16.4 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 
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According to our findings, the majority of the articles report an event (21.51%), with individual 

focus (21.12%), and congregational focus (15.12%), making up the three largest percentage 

groups as displayed in the pie chart below (N=458). 
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If a political theme is present, what is the political issue being reported? 

 
The question asking for the political theme of an article is followed by a question asking about 

the specific theme. The original variable for political theme includes five response categories—

health care, recession, immigration reform, electoral candidate or election, and other.  

According to our findings, only 1.3% of the total articles focus on health care.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 452 98.7 

Yes 6 1.3 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

According to our findings, 2.4% of the total articles focus on economic recession.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 447 97.6 

Yes 11 2.4 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

According to our findings, only 0.09% of the total articles focus on immigration reform.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 454 99.1 

Yes 4 0.9 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 
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According to our findings, only 2.2% of the total articles focus on an electoral candidate.  

 

 

 

 

According to our findings, 12. 4% of the total articles focus on another political theme. The two 

most prominent of these are homosexuality and environmental issues.  

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 401 87.6 

Yes 57 12.4 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 

 

Of those articles that report a political theme, the majority report on other political themes 

(64.77%) than those the GRIID had previously hypothesized would be reported on, compared to 

12.50% for economic recession, and 11.36% for electoral candidates being the next largest 

percentage groups as displayed in the pie chart below (N=458). 

 

 

 

 

  Frequency Valid Percent 

No 448 97.8 

Yes 10 2.2 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 
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What is the overall attitude of the article? 

 
The original variable for overall attitude of each article includes three response categories—

positive, negative, and neutral. According to our findings, the majority of the articles report with 

a positive attitude (52.40%) compared to 42.6% for those reporting with a neutral attitude, and 

5.0% for those reporting with a negative attitude also displayed in the pie chart below (N=458). 

  Frequency Valid Percent 

Positive 240 52.4 

Negative 23 5.0 

Neutral 195 42.6 

Valid 

Total 458 100.0 
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Whose voice is being heard or quoted in each article? 

 
Broad Research Question C:  

Is there a relationship between which voices are represented (church leader, church member, 

outside perspective or other and whether they are male female) and reporting in the Grand 

Rapids Press Religion section?  

The original variable for source (which voice is being heard) includes five response categories—

church leader, church member, outside voice, two or more voices, and other. According to our 

findings, the majority of the articles include two or more sources (30.9%) compared to 24.2% for 

church members and 23.0% for church leaders (N=392). 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Church Leader 90 19.7 23.0 

Church Member 95 20.7 24.2 

Outside Voice 54 11.8 13.8 

Includes two or more 121 26.4 30.9 

Other 32 7.0 8.2 

Valid 

Total 392 85.6 100.0 

0 12 2.6  

88 54 11.8  

Missing 

Total 66 14.4  

Total 458 100.0  
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C1. Are there a variety of perspectives (church leader, church member, and outside perspective) 

represented in the Religion section? 

If the article source is a church leader, the GRIID group asked about the gender of the church 

leader. The original variable for gender of church leader includes three response categories—

male, female, and both mentioned. Of those articles that report a church leader as their source, 

the majority are reported as male (69.5%) compared to 20.0% for females and 10.5% for both 

being mentioned (N=105). 

 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Male 73 15.9 69.5 

Female 21 4.6 20.0 

Both Mentioned 11 2.4 10.5 

Valid 

Total 105 22.9 100.0 

0 70 15.3  

88 283 61.8  

Missing 

Total 353 77.1  

Total 458 100.0  
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C1. Are there a variety of perspectives (church leader, church member, and outside perspective) 

represented in the Religion section? 

If the article source is reported as being a church member, the GRIID group asked the gender of 

the church member. The original variable for gender of church members includes three response 

categories—male, female, and both mentioned. Of those articles that report a church member as 

their source, most report female church members (52.6%) compared to 35.8% for males and 

11.6% for both being mentioned (N=99). 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Male 34 7.4 35.8 

Female 50 10.9 52.6 

Both Mentioned 11 2.4 11.6 

Valid 

Total 95 20.7 100.0 

0 77 16.8  

88 286 62.4  

Missing 

Total 363 79.3  

Total 458 100.0  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 26 

C1. Are there a variety of perspectives (church leader, church member, and outside perspective) 

represented in the Religion section? 

If the article source is an outside perspective, the GRIID group asked the gender of the outside 

perspective. The original variable for gender of outside perspectives includes three response categories—

male, female, and both mentioned. Of those articles that report an outside perspective as their source, 

most are reported as male (59.5%) compared to 23.8% for females and 16.7% for both being mentioned 

(N=42). 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Male 25 5.5 59.5 

Female 10 2.2 23.8 

Both Mentioned 7 1.5 16.7 

Valid 

Total 42 9.2 100.0 

0 60 13.1  

88 356 77.7  

Missing 

Total 416 90.8  

Total 458 100.0  
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What is being announced in each article? 

 
The following two variables are included in the GRIID group analysis to include articles that 

announced religious events and books. Both variables (book being announced and event being 

announced) are coded to nominal level, displayed below. Both include two response categories—

yes and no (N=457). 

According to our findings, only 10.5% of the total articles announce a new book.  

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

No 409 89.3 89.5 

Yes 48 10.5 10.5 

Valid 

Total 457 99.8 100.0 

Missing System 1 0.2  

Total 458 100.0  

 

Additionally, only 13.8% of the total articles announce a speaker.  

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

No 394 86.0 86.2 

Yes 63 13.8 13.8 

Valid 

Total 457 99.8 100.0 

Missing System 1 0.2  

Total 458 100.0  
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From which news outlet did the article originate? 

 
The original variables for originating news source for each article include three response 

categories—the Grand Rapids Press, the Associated Press, and other. The original variables are 

coded to nominal level, displayed below. According to our findings, the majority of the articles 

originate from the Grand Rapids Press (83.4%) compared to 9.0% for the Associated Press and 

7.7% for other news outlets (N=457). 

 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Grand Rapids Press 381 83.2 83.4 

Associated Press 41 9.0 9.0 

Other 35 7.6 7.7 

Valid 

Total 457 99.8 100.0 

Missing System 1 0.2  

Total 458 100.0  
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Part VI. Discussion and Suggestions for Future Research 

 Overall, this research offers a unique view of the religious diversity present in the Grand 

Rapids Press religion section.  The research aims to provide a thorough content analysis of the 

published news in the religion section, one of the few weekly newsprint religion sections 

published in the country.  Because the aim of the research is to produce a content analysis, the 

authors have not set out to prove or disprove hypotheses, but instead to engage with broad 

research questions. 

Literature 

 Some of the literature on the subject of religion in print newspapers suggests that some of 

this news reporting is not high quality, citing high levels of bias and elaborate stories with 

unsubstantiated information.  Additionally, the literature reports that many journalists who write 

in the field of religion often do not have time for deep research, leading to superficial reporting.  

The research done on the Grand Rapids Press does cite a preference toward Judeo-Christian 

themes in content, which may point to a bias.  However, the research cannot substantiate claims 

of elaborate, yet unsubstantiated information. 

Findings 

 The findings show that Christianity is the most frequently mentioned religion in the 

religion section of the Press.  Of the articles dealing with Christianity, the most frequently 

mentioned denominations are Catholic and CRC.  In the data collection, the third and fourth 

most frequently chosen denomination categories are “two or more,” followed by “other.”  

However, because these categories include many different denominations, the research shows 

that Non-Denominational is actually the third most commonly mentioned denominational 

category. 

The findings on thematic content in the Press articles show that the most popular themes 

are events and individual focus.  These two themes are evenly represented in the research.  The 

third most common theme found in the articles is a congregational focus. 

Sixteen percent (16.4%) of all of the articles feature a political theme.  Of these articles, 

the data does not precisely present the thematic content of the Press due to a wide variety of 

themes and limitations in the coding sheet.  The highest-ranking political theme category is 

“other,” which is comprised of many political issues. However, the most popular seem to be 

homosexuality (support groups, gay marriage, etc.) and environment protection. Of the political 

issues coded, the economic recession and electoral candidates are the most commonly featured. 

In evaluating the general attitude of the Press articles, the research shows that the general 

attitude of the articles are positive, closely followed by neutral attitudes.  Very few articles feel 

negative. 

The research is interested in evaluating the different perspectives represented in Press 

articles.  The majority of articles feature more than one perspective. In articles with a single 
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perspective, church members represent the majority of perspectives, followed by church leaders.  

Of the church members featured in single perspective articles, female church members represent 

the majority of voices with 52.6%, while male church members represent 35.8%.  The remaining 

11.6% belong to both male and female church members speaking together in articles.  Of the 

church leaders featured in the single perspective articles, male church leaders represent the 

majority of voices with 69.5%.  Female church leaders represent 20.0% and the remaining 10.5% 

of voices are male and female leaders speaking together.  Of the outside perspectives, male 

speakers comprise 59.5% of the total voices, female speakers comprise 23.8% of the total voices, 

and both male and female voices together represent 16.7%. 

The majority (83.4%) of articles in the Press religion section originate within the Press 

itself.  About one-tenth (9%) of articles draw from the Associated Press, while 7.7% come from 

other sources. 

 

Limitations 

 Due to the nature of content analysis, there are many areas of the research that are limited 

and could be expanded in future projects.  Very practically, with seven individual students 

participating in data collection, there is room for human error in the collection, data analysis, and 

interpretation process.  Additionally, research questions such as “what is the general attitude of 

the article?” on the coding instrument are subjective, leading to varied responses among the 

researchers.  In an effort to counter any skewed subjectivity, the GRIID group members made 

efforts to maintain consistent standards throughout the group.  Some of the categories on the 

final coding sheet do not match some of the content, which proved relevant and important during 

the collection.  Two instances include missing a category for “Presbyterian” as a choice for 

Christian denomination and limited political theme categories.  The coding instrument lists 

several popular political themes, but several major themes like gay marriage and the environment 

are missing from the survey instrument.  Due to the limitations on the part of the researchers, it 

was not possible to add to the coding instrument to include the added political categories.  

The scope of this content analysis does not provide for any study of the larger 

sociopolitical contexts of the greater Grand Rapids area and a context for the findings seems 

missing.  Practically, the research is missing statistical information about religious diversity 

throughout the Grand Rapids Press readership area.  This could help in further analysis of the 

data collected and allow for a better understanding of the relationship between the Religion 

section and the greater religious communities of the Grand Rapids area. 

The evaluation of voices in the Press religion section is limited to an analysis of gender of 

the participant.  Due to the type of access to the Press archives, related photos were not available 

for analysis.  Additionally, due to the brief nature of some articles, the race of the speaker is 

impossible to determine.  However, gender is easier to observe due to gendered names in our 

society.  This is an unfortunate limitation of the study because this research cannot fully examine 

all parts of speaker identity. 
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Further Research 

 

 The research looks strictly at published work of the Religion section.  There are many 

areas for further research on the newspaper, including an analysis of the readership of both the 

Grand Rapids Press and the Religion section, specifically.  An analysis of the religious diversity 

of the readership could prove very enlightening, especially when compared to the religious 

diversity present in the Press content.  This research calls into question the element of public 

perception.  There is room for further research addressing the ways in which the Grand Rapid 

Press religion section influences public opinion of local, national and international religion.  

There is the opportunity for research in evaluating the Grand Rapids Press religion section’s 

effect on the opinions of Christian readers compared to those of non-Christian readers.  

Additionally, this research did not conduct any analysis on the writers for the Press, which could 

lead to another enlightening discussion. 
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