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Abstract

This article develops and tests a within-outlet framework for evaluating news
content diversity in the regional output of a state news agency operating in a
hybrid media system. Building on debates about media pluralism and news
diversity, we propose a set of indicators for three content-level dimensions —
spatial, source and topical diversity — and apply them to a ten-year corpus of
regional news from TASS, Russia’s state-owned news agency. The analysis
shows that while regional output has become more diverse in terms of thematic
scope, spatial and source diversity remain strongly constrained by centre—
periphery hierarchies, the predominance of state actors and a persistent reliance
on negative, event-driven news. Conceptually, it advances a “diversity at the
core” perspective, arguing that assessing within-outlet diversity in dominant
news suppliers is a necessary complement to exposure-centred approaches and
a prerequisite for understanding downstream diversity outcomes.

Keywords
News content diversity, within-outlet diversity, state news agency, regional
news, media pluralism, Russia.

Introduction

Media diversity is widely regarded as a core precondition for democratic
communication. Classic accounts of media performance and democracy argue
that citizens require access to a broad range of perspectives, issues and actors if
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they are to form autonomous judgements and hold power to account (McQuail,
1992; Curran, 2011). In this tradition, diversity is not merely a descriptive
property of media output but a normative value linked to the distribution of
communicative power in the public sphere (Baker, 2002; Karppinen, 2013).

In media policy and media systems research, these democratic expectations
are frequently framed in terms of “media pluralism”. Although pluralism and
media diversity are often conflated, it is helpful to distinguish between pluralism
as a normative principle concerned with the distribution of communicative
power and the institutional conditions for independent voices, and diversity as
an empirical property that can be operationalised and measured.

However, as Karppinen (2013) notes, policy debates and measurement
practices have often reduced “pluralism” to narrow proxies such as the number of
outlets, owners or licences, thereby obscuring questions of whose voices, interests
and frames are actually represented in news coverage. Building on distinctions
between structural and content pluralism (Roessler, 2006; Klimkiewicz, 2010)
and on comparative models of media—politics relations (Hallin, & Mancini,
2004), recent scholarship has called for a shift from counting suppliers towards
assessing the diversity of news content and news exposure.

This call has gained urgency in a digital, platformised and increasingly
hybrid media environment. On the one hand, digitalisation and social media
have multiplied potential sources of news; on the other, gatekeeping power has
shifted towards platforms, search engines and recommender systems that filter
and personalise news flows. Napoli’s (2011) influential distinction between
source, content and exposure diversity captures this shift: in an environment
of abundant outlets, it is no longer sufficient to know how many news providers
and stories exist; we must also understand what kinds of news content are
produced and what audiences are actually exposed to (Napoli, 2011: 247-250).

Inresponse, both regulators and researchers have begun to develop new tools
for monitoring media pluralism and news diversity. The European Commission’s
risk-based indicators and the Media Pluralism Monitor, for example, combine
data on ownership, political independence and basic content categories to
assess risks to pluralism across EU member states (European Commission,
2009; CMPF, 2024). National regulators such as Ofcom have proposed measures
of “media plurality” that focus on audience reach, share of references and the
distribution of attention among providers. At the same time, a growing body of
work on algorithmic curation and news recommenders has argued that diversity
must be built “by design” into the architecture of platforms and recommender
systems (Helberger, 2011, 2012, 2019).
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Yet the recent emphasis on exposure and algorithmic curation should not
obscure a more basic point: audience-facing diversity cannot exceed the diversity
of the upstream news supply. In media environments where a limited number of
wholesale providers feed large parts of the market, the key analytical question is
what diversity looks like at the core of news production — within those dominant
suppliers whose output is routinely recycled downstream.

Within thisbroaderlandscape, news agencies occupy a particularly important
but under-examined position. As wholesale providers of news to broadcasters,
newspapers and online outlets, agencies play a key role in structuring national
and regional news agendas, especially in systems where state-owned agencies
contribute substantially to the flow of political and regional news. In hybrid
or state-influenced media systems, such as Russia, agencies can act as both
infrastructural hubs and instruments of state communication (Vartanova, 2012).
Understanding the within-outlet diversity of their news output is therefore
crucial for assessing how pluralism is shaped upstream in the news value chain.

From this perspective, this paper offers a reorientation of diversity research
back towards the supply side — not by re-counting outlets, but by interrogating
diversity within core providers that structure what becomes available for reuse,
amplification and personalisation across the system.

Despite substantial advances in the literature on media and news diversity,
several gaps remain that limit our ability to assess diversity at the level of news
content within individual providers, particularly in hybrid or state-influenced
systems.

First, policy-oriented instruments such as the European Commission’s
indicator framework and the Media Pluralism Monitor have significantly
improved the measurement of media pluralism at the system level, combining
structural indicators (ownership, market concentration, political independence)
with basic content measures (e.g. presence of public service news, share of
political vs entertainment content). However, these tools typically rely on coarse
content categories and do not provide fine-grained metrics for news content
diversity within specific outlets—such as the distribution of attention across
regions or the balance of institutional vs non-institutional sources. In practice,
this gap is consequential: in highly syndicated news environments, a small
number of core suppliers set the tone and legitimise who counts as a newsmaker.
Assessing diversity therefore requires looking inside these dominant providers’
output, rather than inferring it from system-level pluralism.

This is especially important at a time when much of the recent debate has
shifted towards exposure diversity and platform effects: without a corresponding
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account of diversity in upstream news supply, exposure-centred assessments risk
over-attributing diversity outcomes to distribution and personalisation while
leaving core production constraints unobserved. This supply-side perspective
is also relevant for analysing digital and media inequalities in contexts where
infrastructural, institutional and regional asymmetries shape not only audience
access but also the composition of the news supply itself.

Second, academic research on media and news diversity, while rich and
expanding, remains conceptually and methodologically fragmented. Systematic
reviews and integrative frameworks have mapped a wide range of diversity
dimensions — topics, actors, geography, viewpoints, formats, exposure -
and highlighted the proliferation of operationalisations (Loecherbach et al.,
2020; Hendrickx, Ballon, & Ranaivoson, 2020). Joris et al. (2020) show that
the term “news diversity” is used to refer to heterogeneity in outlets, genres,
topics, ideological positions, or user repertoires, often without clear typologies
or multi-level models that link these phenomena. As a result, it is difficult to
compare findings across studies or to assess diversity systematically along the
chain from production to exposure.

Third, empirical studies tend to focus on selected segments of this conceptual
landscape. Some analyse topical or geographic dispersion in newspaper and
online markets (e.g. Sjgvaag, 2014; Hendrickx et al., 2022). Others examine
the relationship between ownership concentration and content homogeneity
(Hendrickx et al., 2022; Hendrickx, & Van Remoortere, 2021), or between
exposure diversity and democratic citizenship (Kim, & Kwak, 2017). A parallel
line of work proposes design principles and metrics for exposure diversity in
personalised news environments (Helberger, Karppinen, & D’Acunto, 2018;
Bodo et al., 2019). Yet most of these contributions focus either on system-level
structures, platform algorithms or user repertoires, and comparatively few
offer operational frameworks for content-level diversity within individual news
providers. Where such frameworks exist, they are rarely linked explicitly to
editorial policy or tested in state-influenced contexts.

Fourth, the geographical and systemic scope of empirical research on news
diversity remains skewed. The bulk of quantitative diversity studies has been
conducted in Western European and North American media systems with
relatively robust formal protections for media freedom and pluralism. Research
on hybrid or state-influenced systems, including Russia, has mostly emphasised
structural constraints, regulatory capture and patterns of political control, while
systematic, indicator-based assessments of news content diversity within key
state-owned providers are scarce (Toepfl, 2013; Vartanova, 2015). This leaves
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open important questions about how diversity manifests — or is constrained —
within such providers, and how existing conceptual models travel beyond
liberal-democratic contexts.

Taken together, these gaps suggest that the field currently offers far richer tools
for assessing system structures and audience-facing exposure than for diagnosing
the diversity of upstream production in core suppliers. A within-outlet perspective
on dominant providers is therefore needed to reconnect pluralism debates to the
actual composition of the news supply that circulates through the system. The
present article addresses this need by proposing such a framework and applying
it to the regional output of a state news agency in Russia, drawing on extensive
content analysis and qualitative reconstruction of editorial policy.

The systemic context also matters. Following Hallin and Mancini (2004),
comparative research has highlighted how media—politics relations vary
between liberal, democratic-corporatist and polarised-pluralist models, with
different implications for pluralism and state intervention. Vartanova (2012,
2015) argues that post-Soviet Russia does not fit neatly into these Western-
derived types and should instead be seen as a distinct media model, shaped by
strong state involvement and uneven market development.

At the same time, Russia’s media system is “hybrid” in Chadwick’s sense
(Chadwick, 2017): older and newer media logics, institutions and technologies
intertwine, with digital platforms overlaying a legacy infrastructure of national
broadcasters and state-linked news agencies. Vartanova and Gladkova (2020)
point out that debates on media diversity in Russia need to be read against the
backdrop of a multiethnic and multicultural society, where pluralism is closely
tied to cultural and linguistic representation. They argue that this context has
shaped policy rationales and institutional arrangements through which diversity
has been pursued in the media sphere.

Against this backdrop, state news agencies are crucial but under-analysed
actors. They are central nodes in the news value chain, providing wholesale news
to regional and national outlets and thereby structuring both the topics and the
geographic distribution of public agendas. In the Russian case, TASS combines
the status of a state-owned agency with a dense regional network and explicit
ambitions to construct a unified national information space (Slabkovskaya,
2022). Assessing media pluralism in such a system requires attention not only
to the number and ownership of outlets, but also to the within-outlet diversity
of news content produced by key infrastructural actors.

This article has a twofold aim. Conceptually, it develops a within-outlet
framework for evaluating news content diversity thatis grounded in the literature
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on media pluralism, news diversity and editorial policy. Empirically, it applies
this framework to the regional news output of a state news agency operating in
a hybrid media system, in order to examine how diversity is structured across
regions, sources and topics.

We address the following research questions:

RQ1. How can key dimensions of within-outlet news content diversity be
operationalised in the case of a news agency?

RQ2. What patterns of diversity and concentration emerge in the regional
news output of the agency along these dimensions?

The article makes three main contributions. Theoretically, it brings together
debates on media pluralism, news diversity and hybrid media systems by
conceptualising editorial policy as a meso-level link between systemic conditions
and content-level diversity. Methodologically, it proposes a multi-dimensional,
indicator-based framework for assessing within-outlet news content diversity,
specifying operational measures for spatial, source, topical diversity that can be
adapted to other contexts. Empirically, it offers a rare, systematic case study of a
state news agency in a hybrid media system, documenting how declared policy
goals and institutional constraints shape the diversity of regional news.

Methodological framework and methods

The empirical application of the framework focuses on TASS, Russia’s oldest
news agency, which combines a legacy institutional role with a dense regional
network and state ownership. TASS positions itself as both a market leader and
an “information partner of the state”, claiming to “view all events through the
prism of state interests” and to act as a system-forming element of the national
media space (Filimonov, 2020: 6).

Between 2013 and 2015, TASS underwent substantial restructuring and
rebranding (Vartanova, & Vyrkovsky, 2020). A presidential decree in December
2013 returned the agency to its historical name and was accompanied by a
major reorganisation of its main competitor, RIA Novosti, which included a
significant downsizing of RIA’s regional correspondent network across the
Russian Federation. In parallel, TASS developed a new editorial strategy which
explicitly foregrounded regional news as a key instrument for constructing a
unified information space and supporting regional development (Slabkovskaya,
2022).

In this configuration, TASS functions as a central node in the Russian
hybrid media system, combining public service-like ambitions with commercial
operations and close alignment with state policy. Its regional wire “Russian
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News” («Poccutickue HOBocTH») delivers wholesale regional content to a wide
range of national and subnational media outlets. Analysing the within-outlet
news content diversity of this regional wire therefore offers a strategically
informative vantage point: it allows us to observe how diversity is structured
upstream in the news value chain, in a context where state influence and
market pressures intersect. This is especially relevant for the Russian regional
media environment, where the interaction between state priorities, market
weakness and institutionalised forms of state support has been shown to shape
the production and circulation of regional news. More recent research on
Russian media policy similarly emphasises that inequalities in contemporary
information environments are not limited to access or infrastructure, but
also include differences in skills, interpretive resources and the capacity to
participate meaningfully in media communication (Vartanova, & Gladkova,
2022). This broader perspective helps to frame TASS’s regional wire as
part of an information environment in which spatial visibility, institutional
power and the circulation of legitimate public-interest topics are unevenly
distributed.

TASS is thus selected as a critical case for our framework: if meaningful
diversity can be identified and measured within the regional output of a state
agency operating in a state-influenced media system, the framework is likely
to be informative for other, less constrained environments as well. Conversely,
if diversity is systematically limited, this provides insight into the role of state
agencies in shaping national news agendas under hybrid conditions.

The empirical analysis is based on a longitudinal content analysis of TASS’s
regional news wire “Russian News” over a ten-year period (2011-2021). The
corpus includes 2,149 news items about Russia’s 85 federal subjects, distributed
across six two-year intervals (2011 — 198 items, 2013 - 242 items, 2015 - 335
items, 2017 — 471 items, 2019 — 490 items, 2021 — 413 items).

The sampling strategy follows a repeated cross-sectional logic: six yearly
samples were selected at two-year intervals in order to capture both continuity
and change in regional coverage before, during and after TASS’s editorial
restructuring. The starting point, 2011, represents the pre-reform period, while
the subsequent waves cover the initial implementation and later consolidation
of the agency’s renewed regional strategy. The two-year interval was chosen
for reasons of feasibility, as the coding was conducted by a single researcher,
but it also serves an analytical purpose: it avoids the presidential election years
of 2012 and 2018, which could have introduced exceptional political agenda
effects and distorted the assessment of routine regional news diversity.
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The unit of analysis is the individual news item (short news story) published
on the wire “Russian News”. Both stories that remained solely on the regional
wire and those that were simultaneously placed on the national (federal) wire
were included. For each item, we recorded not only its internal characteristics
(locality, sources, topic, strategic themes) but also whether it was duplicated
on the national wire, enabling us to assess the extent to which regional events
“travel” into the national agenda.

The resulting corpus is not designed to be representative of the entire
Russian media system, nor does it cover all TASS products (e.g. multimedia,
social media). Rather, it provides a systematic sample of the agency’s core
regional news output, which is central to its role as a wholesale news provider.

The literature converges on the idea that news diversity is multi-dimensional,
but diverges on which dimensions matter most in specific contexts. Hendrickx et
al. (2020) address this by proposing an integrated typology that links diversity
in ownership, brands, production, content and consumption, and by locating
these dimensions across macro (market), meso (company) and micro (brand)
levels. Joris et al. (2020) show that empirical studies have disproportionately
focused on certain facets — most notably topic diversity — while other dimensions
such as geographic, actor, or viewpoint diversity have been examined less
frequently.

Building on these reviews and multi-level conceptualisation of media diversity,
the present article focuses on three content-level dimensions that are both
theoretically salient and empirically tractable in the case of a news agency’s output:

1. Spatial (geographical) diversity refers to the distribution of news attention
across different territories, levels of governance and types of places. This dimension
draws on media geography and work on centre-periphery structures in national
news flows. In a country with pronounced regional disparities, such as Russia, the
extent to which national providers cover peripheral regions and localities is a key
indicator of media diversity. It was operationalised along two axes:

At the macro-regional level, each news item was assigned to one of the
federal districts of the Russian Federation. Because the country comprises
more than eighty federal subjects, we did not calculate separate indicators for
individual regions; instead, regional observations were aggregated at the level
of federal districts.

At the locality level, each item was additionally coded according to a set of
locality types that reflect the internal territorial hierarchy within and across districts:
federal subject capital (regional capital); federal district capital; other cities and
districts; villages / rural localities; natural territories (e.g. protected areas, rivers,
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lakes); industrial zones and infrastructure sites; interregional and federal-level
references (Russia as a whole, stories explicitly framed as interregional).

This two-axis approach allows us, first, to examine how attention is distributed
between macro-regions (federal districts) and, second, to assess whether
regional coverage within these macro-regions is concentrated in administrative
centres or also extends to smaller towns, rural areas and specific territories. This
matters because it indicates the extent to which a national news provider merely
reproduces a capital-centred, administrative map of the country or, conversely,
incorporates genuinely local information — everyday issues, community events
and place-specific problems that originate outside regional centres.

2. Source and actor diversity concerns the range and balance of institutional and
non-institutional voices that appear as newsmakers or quoted sources in news stories.

In contrast to Napoli’s framework, where source diversity refers to the
plurality of media organisations/content providers (and, by extension,
ownership structures) in the wider system, we use “sources” in the journalistic
sense and focus on primary-source and actor diversity within coverage — the
institutions, individual newsmakers, documents and other records on which
factual claims are based. This perspective is particularly useful in state-influenced
media systems (and not only there), because news is frequently syndicated,
rewritten and copied across outlets; therefore, the analytically relevant question
is not how many media reproduced a story, but how diverse the underlying pool
of primary sources and actors is. Conceptually, this understanding bridges
structural and content diversity: the structural availability and relative power of
actors (state institutions, business, civil society and others) becomes visible in
the composition and balance of sources represented in coverage.

A typology was developed that distinguishes three main groups — state
power, business and civil society — and further differentiates specific categories
such as regional executive authorities, municipal authorities, law enforcement
agencies, business structures, NGOs and activists. Additionally, items were
coded for the presence of multiple sources and for the presence of two or more
exclusive sources, allowing us to identify stories with “added value” as opposed
to straightforward single-source relay.

From these data, we derive indicators of (a) the balance between official and
non-official sources, (b) the relative visibility of different institutional arenas
(executive vs legislative vs municipal, business vs civil society), and (c) the
degree of sourcing diversity within individual stories.

3. Topical diversity was operationalised through a thematic coding scheme
initially comprising 44 topics spanning all major spheres of social life, from politics
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and economy to culture, lifestyle and charity. In addition to generic topics, we
introduced a set of strategic themes that reflect the alignment between TASS’s
editorial priorities and national policy documents. This layer was constructed by
systematically comparing key state documents on national development goals (e.g.
national projects, “national interests”) with internal TASS documents outlining
priority themes and strategic regions. It includes, for example: so called “national
projects™ and large-scale infrastructure programmes; social developmentinitiatives;
blocks such as “alternative to the West” (BRICS, SCO, EAEU, “Russian world”);
“strategic regions” (North Caucasus, Far East, Crimea, Kaliningrad, Karelia, Arctic).

This dual coding allows us to distinguish between routine topics (e.g. crime, minor
accidents) and policy- and development-oriented themes that are central to both
the agency’s declared mission and state strategy. Indicators include (a) the number
of topics present in the regional wire per year, (b) the number of topics exceeding
specified thresholds (=1% and =2.5% of all items), based on the statistical margin
of error for the sample, and (c) the share of “strategic themes” over time.

These three dimensions do not exhaust all theoretically relevant aspects
of news diversity. In particular, our framework does not seek to measure
viewpoint or ideological diversity, such as the range of interpretations or
positions represented on contested issues, nor does it address exposure diversity
at the level of individual users. Instead, it concentrates on those content-level
dimensions that are (a) directly linked to the editorial policy of a state news
agency, (b) central to integrative functions of regional news, and (c) reliably
measurable through systematic content analysis over time.

Results

Spatial diversity

At the most general level, the analysis confirms that TASS’s regional news
output reproduces a centre—periphery pattern typical of Russia’s socio-economic
space. Over the ten-year period, the Central Federal District (CFD), and especially
Moscow and Moscow region, systematically dominates the federal news wire: on
average, around 30,6% of all regional items on the federal wire originate from the

2 In Russia, national projects (natsional’nye proekty) are federally coordinated,
multi-year policy programmes introduced to deliver the country’s national devel-
opment goals through dedicated funding, target indicators and cross-ministerial
implementation. They bundle flagship initiatives across sectors such as healthcare,
education, housing and urban development, transport infrastructure, demography,
digitalisation and environmental policy, and function as a central planning and ac-
countability framework for state priorities.
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CFD, while the shares of other districts are considerably lower and less stable. The
North-Western (NWFD) and Southern Federal Districts (SFD) occupy a “middle”
position (around 14-15% each on average), whereas the Volga, Siberian, Far
Eastern, Ural and North Caucasian districts remain under-represented, with the
Ural Federal District (UFD) forming a consistently weak pole.

The dynamics also suggest the existence of semi-peripheral macro-regions.
The Far Eastern and Southern districts — both framed as zones of geopolitical
priority in state policy — demonstrate highly volatile participation in the federal
agenda: periods of increased attention alternate with sharp declines, indicating
that their visibility is closely tied to central government initiatives rather than to
a stable editorial commitment to regional balance.

When we turn to the locality level, spatial diversity appears more nuanced.
Over 2011-2021, TASS most frequently covered events at the level of regional
centres (35,5% of items), including capitals of federal districts (21,6%), and at
the level of the region as a whole (23,2%). Another 15,2% of items focused on
other towns and districts that are not administrative capitals, whose combined
share actually exceeds that of regional centres that are not also district capitals
(13,8%) (Figure 1).

Figure 1
Distribution of locality types in the regional news output of TASS
(average values for 2011-2021)
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By contrast, national-scale stories told “from the regions” are rare: only
5,5% of regional items refer to events and processes at the level of the country
as a whole. International stories account for 4,4% of the regional flow, and
genuinely interregional news — items explicitly framed as linking multiple
regions — represent 4,1%. The locality “federal district” is used in only 3,2%
of items, which suggests that neither regional elites nor journalists strongly
identify with this intermediate territorial scale.

Non-urban territories are present but marginal. Rural localities (“villages”)
account for 4,3% of items — comparable to the share of international news —
which indicates that rural areas are not a complete “blind spot” but remain a
peripheral focus. Natural territories and industrial zones outside settlements
add another 2,9% and 1,6% respectively.

In temporal perspective, locality types form three synchronised groups
with contrasting trajectories. National- and global-scale localities (“world”,
“country”), regions as wholes and villages follow similar patterns, while
regional and district capitals form a second, contrasting cluster that periodically
pulls attention towards administrative centres; federal districts and “town/
district” localities remain relatively stable over time. This suggests that regional
capitals, especially when they also serve as district capitals, periodically “pull”
the regional agenda towards themselves, while more local and more national
scales lose visibility.

Source diversity

In terms of exclusivity, the regional wire performs relatively strongly in
absolute terms but reveals structural limitations. As Table 1 shows, on average,
45,5% of regional items over 2011-2021 were coded as exclusive, i.e., containing
explicit references to information delivered to TASS directly by a newsmaker
at the agency’s request. The share of exclusive items peaked at 56,6% in 2013
and then declined, reaching a minimum of 35,8% in 2021, when the pandemic
dominated the agenda and much of the related information circulated through
established institutional channels.
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Table 1
Exclusivity and additional reporting in TASS regional news wire?
Year

2011 | 2013 | 2015 | 2017 | 2019 | 2021 | Average
Indicator

Overall composition of the regional wire
Number of items (N) | 198 | 242 | 335 | 471 | 490 | 413 358.2

Exclusive news items,
% of all items
Non-exclusive flow
items, % of all items

55.6 | 56.6 | 44.5 | 46.3 | 44.1 | 35.8 45.5

44.4 | 43.4 | 55.5 | 53.7 | 55.9 | 64.2 54.5

Additional reporting within each category

Exclusive items with
two or more exclusive
sources, % of exclusive

items
Non-exclusive flow
items with added
value, % of non-
exclusive items

0.5 1.7 4.2 34 | 2.2 2.4 2.6

1.0 0.8 3.9 0.8 0.4 2.2 1.5

Source: Author.

This decline coincides with a more than 2,5-fold increase in the volume of
regional news: from 198 items in 2011 to 490 in 2019. Under these conditions,
editorial resources for generating exclusive news appear finite, and the
expansion of the regional flow has been achieved primarily by increasing
the number of non-exclusive, “flow” items rather than by scaling up original
reporting.

At the macro-regional level, there are noticeable differences. Over
the decade, correspondents in the Southern (56,9% of items), North
Caucasian (55,8%) and Central Federal Districts (55,6%) produced the
highest shares of exclusive material, whereas the Far Eastern districts
lagged behind with 37,7%. The dynamics are particularly volatile in some
districts: for example, in 2013, the South and North-West produced very
high shares of exclusives (around 90% and 81,3% respectively), but later
shifted towards a higher proportion of flow items as their overall output
grew. The pandemic period saw a decline in exclusivity across almost

% The first two percentage indicators are calculated as shares of all items in the
yearly sample. The indicators in the second block are calculated within the corre-
sponding category: exclusive items and non-exclusive flow items.

54




Evaluating news content diversity at the core:
A within-outlet framework and case study of TASS news agency

all macro-regions, with small increases only in the Ural and Southern
districts.

However, when we look at the internal structure of reporting practices
(Table 1, second block), a significant exclusivity deficit becomes visible.
Only 2,6% of exclusive items relied on two or more exclusive sources, and
only 1,5% of non-exclusive items included any “added value” in the form
of clarifications or additional information obtained by TASS beyond a press
release or public statement. These critically low figures indicate that even
when working with exclusive newsmakers, correspondents rarely triangulate
information or extend it through additional reporting; and in the case
of flow items, they mostly perform re-writing rather than verification or
enrichment.

The distribution of source types further reveals a strong institutional
bias. Over the decade, almost a third of all regional items (29,1%) relied on
representatives of regional executive authorities as their primary source,
and roughly one fifth (19,9%) on law-enforcement, security and emergency
services (Table 2). Federal authorities and presidential envoys account for
8,3%, while courts and other state organisations add several more percentage
points. By contrast, actors associated with civil society — public activists, NGOs,
environmental groups, cultural figures, academics, educators and social sector
professionals — together account for just 10,4% of items, and business actors for
5,5%. Municipal authorities appear in only about 2% of stories, and regional
legislatures in around 1,3%.
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Table 2
Information sources in TASS regional news wire
(percentage of all news items; ranked by column 8)
Year
2011|2013 |2015|2017 | 2019 | 2021 |Average
Source type
Regional executive 30.4 | 31.4 [ 26.6 | 27.1 | 28.2 | 31.5 | 29.1
authorities
Law enforcement, security
forces, military, emergency | 19| 198 | 20.1 | 22.8 | 19.0 | 18.6 | 19.9
services, prosecutors,
customs
Federal authoritiesand | 15, | 53 | 93 | 64 | g5 | 7.3 | 83
presidential envoys
Business actors 6.0 | 6.3 |120| 46 | 56 | 5.7 6.6
Otherstatequ1e§andpubhc 49 | 53 | 50| 43|39 50 4.7
organisations
TASS correspondent* 60 | 72 | 46 | 46 | 3.9 | 2.5 4.6
Civic activists and 43 | 68 |23 |36 | 46|47 | 43
environmental groups
Transport companiesand | o, | 54 | 31 | gg | 42 | 2.5 | 42
services
Official documents 33 124 |35 |33 |39 |54 3.7
Science and education actors | 2.2 | 3.9 | 42 | 2.1 | 49 | 44 3.7
Judicial institutions (courts) | 2.7 | 29 | 3.1 | 3.3 | 3.9 | 3.8 3.4
Other: foreign speakers,
religious figures, lawyers, 1.1 | 1.9 | 31 | 15 | 3.2 | 1.6 2.1
relatives
Municipal authorities 05] 10| 04| 36 | 32 | 22 2.0
Cultural figures 1.1 | 1.9 | 08 | 24 | 14 | 19 1.6
Regional legislative 11|05 |08|12]07] 16| 10
authorities
Social sector professionals | 0.5 | 0.5 | 1.2 | 0.3 | 1.1 | 1.3 0.8
Political parties 00| 05| 00| 0.0 | 0.0 | 0.0 0.1

Source: Author.

* In this category, the primary source is the agency’s own reporter. Such items
are based on the correspondent’s observation or reporting and do not attribute the
core information to any external institutional source. This roughly corresponds to
what international news agencies sometimes mark as information “witnessed” or
“reported on the scene” by their staff.
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In other words, approximately 60% of the regional news flow is sourced from
state actors, while non-state sources — whether civil society, business or expert
communities — remain marginal. This pattern runs counter to the editorial
ambition to “unlock the informational potential of regions” (Slabkovskaya, 2022:
120) through a broader range of newsmakers and more proactive reporting.
It also implies that diversity of voices is constrained not only by structural
centre—periphery relations but also by the vertical of official communication,
in which regional executives and security institutions dominate the
agenda.

This finding resonates with recent research on the digital communication of
Russian authorities. Gureeva and Kireeva (2023), analysing the representation
of youth policy in official social media accounts, show that even when state
institutions maintain their own communication channels, policy issues may
still be covered mainly through event reporting and documentation of official
meetings, while open dialogue and more substantive representation of public-
interest measures remain limited. This suggests that the visibility of state actors
in the news flow should not be equated with source diversity or communicative
openness.

Topical diversity

Throughout the decade, negative news — combining emergency/crime
events and high-profile criminal cases — formed the backbone of the regional
agenda. Items on emergencies and crime alone averaged 22,8% of all regional
news, with their share growing from 19,2% in 2011 to 30,1% in 2017, and
declining to 17,7% in 2021 primarily due to the technical effect of pandemic
coverage (COVID-related news accounted for about 16% of the 2021 sample).
High-profile criminal cases, coded separately, added another 6,8% on average.
Taken together, these categories represent 29,6% of the ten-year output — almost
one third of the entire agenda (Table 3).

57



Ekaterina Sinyakova

Table 3
Leading topics in TASS regional news wire
(percentage of all news items; ranked by column 8)

Years
2011 {2013 2015|2017 |2019 | 2021 | Average
Topics
Emergencies and crime 19.2 | 17.8 | 25.1 | 30.1 | 22.4 | 17.7 | 22.8
Strategic themes 25|54 |57 |102|153| 7.0 8.8
High-profile criminal cases | 3.0 | 5.0 | 9.6 | 3.6 | 8.0 | 9.7 6.8
Transport 40 | 3.7 | 63 | 55| 3.3 | 34 4.4
Culture 6.1 |10.7| 2.7 | 25 | 3.9 | 3.6 4.3
Regional / city economy as 35 33| 15| 28 | 31| 44 31
2 whole . . . . . . .
COVID-19 0.0 | 0.0 | 0.0 | 0.0 | 0.0 | 16.0 3.1
Business and industrial | ¢ ¢ | 15 | 54| 32| 1.6 | 1.7 | 3.0
development
Education and science 30| 58 | 30| 25| 20| 27 2.9
Environment 35| 1.7 | 1.8 | 47 | 2.7 | 2.7 2.9

Source: Author.

The persistence of this conflict- and risk-oriented layer is relevant to recent
discussions of how media representations of social conflicts are structured,
including the ways in which different actors, causes and consequences become
visible or remain marginal within media narratives (Vartanova, Gladkova, &
Dunas, 2023).

In parallel, the share of strategic themes, defined as topics reflecting national
projects, state development priorities and “national interests”, increased more
than six-fold: from 2,5% of items in 2011 to 15,3% in 2019, before falling to
7% in 2021. Among non-negative topics, transport (4,4%), culture (4,3%) and
regional macro-economy (3,1%) stand out as particularly visible. However,
even here, many such items are based on press releases from authorities or
transport companies, with limited investigative depth, which partly explains
their popularity: they are both symbolically important and comparatively low-
cost to produce.

When disaggregated by macro-regions, topical diversity appears uneven.
The Central Federal District shows the broadest thematic palette, with between
22 and 28 topics represented in different years (average 25,2), whereas the Ural
Federal District remains the narrowest, increasing only from 5 to 12 topics over
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the study period (average 10,5). Other districts fall between these extremes.
Yet even in the most diverse macro-regions, the agenda remains heavily skewed
towards emergencies, crime and related negative events, followed by a relatively
narrow band of strategic and infrastructural themes.

From the perspective of media diversity, these results illustrate a partial
thematic expansion without a full rebalancing of the agenda. The agency thus
combines strategic diversification “from above” with a continued reliance on
traditional, event-driven negativity “from below”.

Conclusion

The findings from the TASS case both confirm and nuance existing insights
from media and news diversity research. At a general level, they support the
now familiar claim that structural plurality does not automatically translate into
content-level diversity; conversely, concentration does not necessarily imply
an absence of diversity, with the most consistent exception being viewpoint
diversity. More broadly, achieving meaningful diversity within a single outlet
remains difficult even when it is articulated as a strategic objective. Even
though the regional wire has expanded substantially in volume and formal
reach over the last decade, diversity along several key dimensions remains
constrained. This echoes earlier work showing that commercial pressures
and ownership concentration can lead outlets to “survive while eroding news
diversity”, producing more content within a narrower repertoire of sources and
topics.

Empirically, the findings reveal a layered and uneven diversity profile.
It highlights the ambivalent position of such agencies as both infrastructural
providers and instruments of state communication. On the one hand, TASS’s
regional wire demonstrably increases the visibility of peripheral territories and
strategic themes within national news flows. Many regional outlets depend on
it for timely and relatively credible information about events beyond their own
coverage area. On the other hand, the strong institutional bias in sourcing and the
persistent centralisation of the agenda mean that the agency also reproduces and
amplifies existing power asymmetries, privileging certain institutions, regions
and types of events over others. The findings underscore that diversity reforms in
agencies and other news organisations are likely to be incremental and layered.
In practical terms, this suggests that interventions aimed at enhancing diversity
should not only set targets (e.g. for coverage of peripheral regions or non-official
sources), but also address the structural conditions that make it difficult to meet
these targets: staffing levels, correspondent incentives, relations with regional

59



Ekaterina Sinyakova

elites, and the introduction of new formats that normalise non-negative, multi-
source reporting.

Theoretically and conceptually, this study shifts the focus of media diversity
research towards the organisational level of primary news producers. We argue
that the diversity of content generated “at the core” of the news infrastructure —
by agencies and other institutionalised suppliers on which downstream media
rely — is a necessary precondition for other forms of diversity. If major wholesale
providers produce internally homogeneous news, then fine-grained analyses of
exposure diversity, platform effects or user repertoires risk becoming detached
from the constraints built into the upstream news supply. This underscores the
need for approaches that can detect and evaluate such constraints at the level of
individual organisations and their output.

In this perspective, the hierarchy-of-influences model proposed by
Shoemaker and Reese (2014) offers a particularly productive analytical lens.
It highlights how content is shaped by interacting factors at individual, routine,
organisational, extramedia and ideological levels, and thus provides a structured
way to investigate, in future research, which combinations of influences enable
or limit within-outlet news diversity in core providers.

Methodologically, the article demonstrates that it is feasible to construct a
multi-dimensional, within-outlet diversity framework that is both context-sensitive
and potentially transferable. The three dimensions and their associated indicators —
macro-regions and locality types for spatial diversity; exclusive vs flow information
and source categories for source diversity; a dual layer of topics and strategic themes
for topical diversity. While designed for the specific case of a Russian state agency,
the logic of the framework can be adapted to other national news agencies, large
broadcasters or digital-born news organisations, particularly in systems where a
small number of actors play a disproportionate role in structuring news flows.

Normatively, the results underline that increases in output and formal
reach do not automatically produce richer diversity. TASS’s regional wire has
grown substantially and now offers more stories from more places on more
development-oriented themes. Yet structural centre-periphery hierarchies,
institutional dependencies and risk-oriented news values continue to shape who
and what appears in the news, and with what prominence. These constraints
can also be read in relation to wider spatial and infrastructural inequalities. In
the Russian case, digital development is marked by regional asymmetries and
strong state involvement (Vartanova et al., 2021), while recent work on digital
capital emphasises that communicative inequalities also depend on the uneven
distribution of digital competences and resources that can be converted into
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social and institutional visibility (Ragnedda, Ruiu & Gladkova, 2025). From
this perspective, the diversity of a news agency’s regional wire may reproduce
broader patterns of territorial visibility and institutional centrality.

For policy-makers and regulators, this suggests that pluralism assessments
should not stop at counting outlets or measuring market shares, but should also
scrutinise the internal diversity profiles of key infrastructural actors, including
news agencies. For news organisations themselves, the findings highlight the
need to align diversity goals not only with strategic documents, but also with
newsroom routines, sourcing practices and incentive structures that determine
what reporters can practically do.

Finally, the study points towards several avenues for future research.
Extending the framework to integrate exposure metrics — for instance, by tracing
how agency stories are re-used by downstream media or surfaced by platforms —
would help connect within-outlet diversity to audience-level outcomes. Adding
systematic measures of frame and viewpoint diversity would deepen our
understanding of ideological pluralism, especially in state-influenced contexts.
Comparative research across different agencies, media types and media systems
could clarify which aspects of the diversity profile are specific to TASS and which
reflect broader patterns in hybrid media environments. More broadly, linking
changes in diversity indicators to shifts at different levels of the hierarchy of
influences — such as organisational reforms, regulatory interventions or major
crises — would move diversity research towards a more dynamic account of how
media content evolves under changing constraints.

In sum, the TASS case demonstrates that evaluating news content through
media diversity at the within-outlet level is both analytically productive and
normatively important. It offers a detailed picture of how diversity is realised
and limited in the news of a state agency and a replicable approach for
examining similar questions elsewhere. As media systems continue to hybridise
and the role of infrastructural actors becomes more salient, such fine-grained
assessments will be crucial for understanding how pluralism is constructed or
eroded in practice — not only across markets and platforms, but also inside the
organisations that generate the news on which others rely.
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