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Changing Newsrooms, One Story at a Time
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Mitra Kalita is perhaps best known for her leadership as the senior
vice president at CNN Digital (from 2018 to 2020). In that capacity
she supervised breaking news and national news programming as
well as the features and opinion teams; she managed nearly two
hundred journalists, coordinated digital distribution on social
media platforms, and set up efforts to diversify content. She was
also in charge of the Live Story tool designed to help CNN audiences
track news in real time. Her newsroom experiences include the
Los Angeles Times, where she was the managing editor of the digital
site; and the Washington Post, Newsday, and the Associated Press.
At Quartz, an online news site covering business and the global
economy that primarily serves business leaders, she served as the
executive editor. Internationally, she supervised the launches of
Quartz India and Quartz Africa. In a recent essay for the Aspen
Institute, Kalita, who has been the president of the South Asian
Journalists Association, explained, “I spent most of my career in
mainstream media. I come from a background of moving from one
local market to the next bigger market and on and on. I have truly
worked everywhere.”

Each move helped to deepen her understanding of how the media
worked in different landscapes, both nationally and internationally,
and prepared her for new ventures. Today the veteran journalist is
the cofounder and CEO of URL Media, a for-profit corporate net-
work of Black and Brown community news outlets that share con-
tent and revenue with different mainstream newsrooms. In 2020,
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Kalita became CEO/publisher of Kalita Mukul Creative Inc., which
publishes three niche newsletters: Epicenter, Unmuted, and Escape
Home. During the pandemic, she cofounded and published Epicenter-
NYC, a newsletter designed to help New Yorkers navigate COVID-19,
which was particularly devastating for New York City; for exam-
ple, it helped more than five thousand people navigate the com-
plexities of registering for vaccines. Epicenter-NYC works across a
variety of platforms including flyers and podcasts. Artists, small
businesses, culture, and civic life are highlighted by a team of report-
ers, known as ambassadors. And in 2024, the Mellon Foundation
awarded Epicenter-NYC $250,000 to establish a multipurpose com-
munity hub in Queens, where it will serve as a space for video con-
tent creation, art exhibits and programming (including a podcast
studio and studio space for artists), and civic engagement. In accept-
ing the award Kalita said, “Epicenter’s model reframes newsgather-
ing toward partnering with, rather than reporting on, people and
places whose heritage and stories have not always been told on their
own terms.”

The Unmuted newsletter focuses on schooling, originally, on
schooling during the pandemic. The Escape Home, for homeowners,
regularly shares content with MarketWatch, a subsidiary of Dow
Jones & Company that is a financial website providing analysis,
business news, and stock market data. Shifting from major main-
stream newspapers to newsletters has not meant abandoning
mainstream journalism. Rather, Kalita channels her years of
experience as an entrepreneur and business journalist as a weekly
columnist for Fortune and Time magazine.

This case study of Kalita’s leadership uses an interview with her as
well as what she haswritten or said in essays and public presentations
to explain how she navigates complexities in her own community
while serving varied audiences and enhancing diversity in the news-
room. Rather than focusing on a particular crisis or juncture, it cen-
ters on how a woman of color raised by immigrant parents created
her own opportunities to innovate digital storytelling and improve
newsroom management and diversity. In so doing she managed to
augment opportunity and innovation in U.S. media. During an
interview with Ms. magazine, she emphasized that the push to
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diversify journalism was an important reason for her to get into the
profession. She “intentionally” applies this to her career and sees her
role as a change agent, “to change journalism as we know it.”
Kalita’s concept of leadership offers important lessons about how
journalists need and respond to management, and how manage-
ment involves understanding and responding to these needs; for
her, management does not involve traditional notions of power cen-
tered on prestige and being an all-commanding presence. That
said, she is not convinced leadership can be taught: “I've been in
leadership roles at this point, for more of my career than not, and I
don’t really know that anything adequately prepares you for it. You
know, certainly, people talk about coaching and like leadership acad-
emies, executive education, but the reality of management is that
you kind of have to just do it to see what everybody’s talking about.”*
Described as “wonderfully blunt” by CNN anchor Brian Stelter,
Kalita seeks to change journalists’ attitude about engagement.’ In
a lecture at the University of Missouri School of Journalism, she
acknowledged the difficulty of getting newsrooms “to think about
engagement . . . but we must see this as core to everyone’s job and
not as a separate function.”® Kalita emphasizes that while the Inter-
net expects interaction, going out to meet newspaper readers is
essential since journalists are members of the community as well.

Kalita (whose legal name is Sangha Mitra) was born in Brooklyn; her
family moved to Long Island when she was two. Her kindergarten
teachers called her Mitra and the name stuck. Her family moved to
Puerto Rico when she was eight years old. When she was twelve
she moved to central New Jersey, where she finished middle and
high school. Wherever the family was, every few years her parents
would take her to Assam, their home state in India. She says, “It
was quite idyllic in terms of being very remote, with lots of cous-
ins, dozens of cousins. So, it was a really fun experience. But then
we would come back to the U.S., which was, really just my immedi-
ate family.” She majored in history and journalism with a minor in
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Spanish at Rutgers University. After graduating in 1998, she earned
an MS in new media at the Columbia University Graduate School of
Journalism.

Her earliest memory of “media” exemplifies, she says, nontradi-
tional media and communication: as a child, she helped record cas-
sette tapes that went back and forth among the extended family in
India. “We might record our voices there and leave it, and they would
listen to us. Or we would all gather and sing songs, or my grand-
father would say a few words, and then we would have these cas-
settes, and we would listen to them back in the U.S.)” she says.
Kalita’s first journalism experience was creating a newspaper called
the Kalita Times to protest the move from Puerto Rico to New Jer-
sey. She says of this, “I think in that way, media chose me, because
I clearly saw putting things in the format of a newspaper and equated
that to them having to listen to me.”

After internships at the Wall Street Journal, Baltimore Sun, Patriot
Ledger, and the WSJ Classroom Edition, Kalita worked for the Asso-
ciated Press in Trenton, New Jersey. She has also worked at Newsday,
in New York, and at the Washington Post as a business reporter. She
joined the Wall Street Journal in 2010. There she led the coverage of
the Great Recession, oversaw the launch of a local news section for
New York City, and contributed in-depth reporting on the housing
crisis. As the ideas editor at Quartz, Kalita contributed to its most
popular sites and wrote viral stories on a wide variety of topics, from
baby blankets to monetary policies. She was a member of the senior
leadership determining content and direction for Mint, a startup
business-oriented publication of the Hindustan Times and the Wall
Street Journal in New Delhi. From May 2015 to June 2016, as manag-
ing editor for the Los Angeles Times, her leadership with new forms of
digital storytelling and audience engagement saw latimes.com traf-
fic touch nearly sixty million unique visitors monthly.”

Meanwhile, she helped the Times to connect to new communi-
ties and enhance its community outreach by establishing new
beats and partnerships. She formed new partnerships with Apple
News and Google, revitalized headlines and the framing of news
stories, and formulated a new audience strategy, including trans-
lating general stories and videos into Spanish. During her tenure,
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the number of journalists of color at the Times grew from 23 percent
to 35 percent. She ensured more constructive partnerships with
advertisers and sales teams to promote content. Under her leader-
ship, the general graphics department developed a data visual-
ization team that produced interactives, 360 videos, and virtual
reality content about space, including the planet Mars. The LA Times
found a robust presence on Snapchat, Medium, and Tumblr, and
its brand got new life through strategies like Reddit’s “Ask Me
Anything” (AMA).

Kalita is a board member and visiting faculty at the Poynter Insti-
tute for Media Studies, teaching in its women’s academy, program
for journalists of color, and a seminar for new managers; she also
teaches in the accelerator program of the Online News Association.
She has taught as an adjunct at Columbia Journalism School,
St. John’s University, CUNY Journalism School, and UMass
Ambherst, and was a visiting fellow at Harvard University. Besides
being a board member of the Philadelphia Inquirer, Mitra extensively
consults and speaks on newsroom management and diversity,
equity, and inclusion.

Innovating new, deeply audience-centered forms of storytelling
that are designed to help the public understand issues, follow news,
and develop a nuanced understanding of issues is key. For example,
many newsrooms across the United States follow Kalita’s theory
highlighting the “arc of a story”: each new experiment has stemmed
from the awareness that “we need to do news better.”® This was
brought home forcefully when, during her time at CNN, the George
Floyd murder and the global pandemic saw audiences raise impor-
tant questions about the purpose, service notion, and objectivity of
news organizations.’

In a recent essay for the Aspen Institute, Kalita showed how her
understanding of participation is informed by a serious critique of
the journalism profession and education: “Many journalists come
from a trajectory that has you starting out covering the school board
or city council and steadily progressing with the end goal being cov-
ering Congress or the White House. Meanwhile, the trajectory of
life has most of us articulating a foreign policy in college and
only learning to care about schools, garbage pick-up and other
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day-in-day-out local issues in our 30s and 40s. These two trajecto-
ries of journalism talent and the lives of our communities are at
odds with each other.”*’

Meeting journalists where they come from and then helping them
explore and understand different contexts is an extension of her
many attempts to encourage greater diversity in newsrooms and
news narratives, even when this wasn’t part of her official title or
responsibility. “There’s a diversity theme that runs through my career.
It’s not a strategy. It’s not just a thing I talk about at conferences, but
it really is how I live my life and how I commit journalism.”**

Her first management role was in India, having moved there in
2006 to launch a paper called Mint. She went from supervising three
people to supervising twelve. Starting with a small team proved to
be an important advantage. But little prepared her for how needy
journalists can be. She also realized that the best journalists actu-
ally need more management, not less. Later she looked back on her
career and herself as an individual and came to understand that
everybody needs management. Being global and going global were
critical in the various strands of her career. She has often been
immersed in new situations, which forced her to see multiple per-
spectives and taught her how to lead people who are older than her,
from different cultures, and/or who are skeptical. Indeed, Kalita
says if one can work in India, given the inevitable uncertainties of
everyday life there, one can work anywhere in the world.

In 2016 she became CNN Digital’s senior vice president for news,
opinion and programming. In introducing Kalita before she spoke at
the opening session of the 2017 conference of the Online News Asso-
ciation, the ONA Executive Director Irving Washington described
her leadership style at CNN as “very inclusive”; moreover, she has
“the knowledge to think in a different way and the way she thinks is
like a breath of fresh air.”** He commended Kalita for bringing an
international outlook to global issues and that she is “a great listener
even if it doesn’t fit with her point of view.”*® Kalita has often reflected
on the advantages of shared leadership since that can provide “more
opportunity for a company to infuse its top ranks with diversity in
all aspects, including age, race, gender, and skillset, as well as more
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experience with management, communications, and digital prow-
ess.”** That is, diversity is key to newsroom modernization.

Team-Centric Management

In her 2017 keynote for the Online News Association, Kalita empha-
sized that newsroom change and innovation occur one story at a
time; she takes solace in small victories: “I think at conferences we
focus on such vast change . . . and it’s just so big, it feels like I can’t
take that on. . . . You can’t start writing a book until you write one
word on a page. And then one word becomes one paragraph, and
then one paragraph becomes one page. And then you have a chap-
ter. And, again, that sounds so basic, but in many ways change in a
newsroom is really similar. It’s one story at a time. . . . There is of
course a broader strategy but in the short term, there’s what can I
do today, and sometimes I actually find that liberating because the
best I can do is with the story I'm trying to tell right now.”*®

Kalita explicitly acknowledges that mistakes are inevitable. She
believes in being upfront and transparent about vulnerabilities and
insecurities: “Right now, for example, I'm really grappling with
bandwidth. I don’t have enough time to manage the teams that we've
built. And I think my teams, if you were to ask them, ‘what’s her
number one issue or concern right now, they would be able to iden-
tify that. So really being transparent about your shortcomings feels
an important part of this.” This transparency also helps Kalita be
clear about her mission and make that clear to people around her.
She keeps a document listing what attracted her to the job in the
first place and refers to it when she needs a refresher to keep her
optimism and idealism alive.

Kalita is committed to creating and maintaining connections
with her team through lots of team and individual meetings and
random phone calls—just to get a pulse. She remembers details
about their lives and needs, knowing how these things matter
to people. She sends people food. One time, a political reporter who
had to work through Easter weekend told her that she really missed
her mother’s Easter baskets. So, Kalita sent her an Easter basket.
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Even during a crisis, having committed herself to a “career of cri-
sis,” Kalita rarely forgets the importance of focusing on her team.
She has learned to assess the crisis, figure out a response, and then
go into execution mode. She describes several aggressive mergers
and acquisitions as particularly challenging: she has been through
five or six major changes of corporate media ownership and man-
agement. She believes that being honest with teams about changes
and challenges gets her much further and helps minimize backlash.
“Aline that I turn to alot is that nobody buys you to leave you alone,”
she says. “And it sort of preps teams for the reality of what’s to
come. [ think a lot of leaders will say, ‘We're just going to act like
everything’s normal, we’ll just keep going, when it’s literally impos-
sible to do that during such times of change.”

Writing two acclaimed books taught her valuable lessons that
inform her leadership. Writing her 2003 book Suburban Sahibs: Three
Immigrant Families and Their Passage from India to America, about how
immigrants redefined New Jersey, was transformative. As she says,
“When you're trained as a journalist, you're just listening for like a
good quote. You're not really going underneath the story. And so,
writing a book helped me go underneath a story; [ had to get details.”
She needed to understand the context and consistently consider
what was happening around people and their lives rather than
merely noting what people said explicitly. This has also proven to
be an effective management tactic: “We manage teams; they’ll often
respond to things with emotion or outrage or . .. feeling a certain
way; but so many times that emotion or that reaction is more a func-
tion of the stuff around them, versus you.”

Kalita’s 2010 book My Two Indias tells the story of how her
exasperation at India’s inefficiency turns to appreciation of Indi-
ans’ hustle and innovation, lessons that became woven into daily
professional decisions. More recently, she described a media atmo-
sphere rife with misinformation: “If we keep saying this informa-
tion is the problem, we get to blame other people instead of asking
the fundamental question, which is, Why am I not trusted? Why am
I not turned to? And why am I not the solution, the provider of news
and information? . . . Information is the ultimate power in our ability
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to uplift people ... but ... we know that the essence of providing
that information equals power.”**

Thus, Kalita’s concept of community and what constitutes the
local is equally broad: “But how do we define local? It’s a word that
is bordered and closed off, defined by geography or zip code. Of
course, most people do not live, work, or worship all in the same
place. How do we capture families like mine that spent every week-
end driving hours and hours across state lines to create community
with people from a remote region with a distinct language—what
place does local news make for these overlapping communities?”*’

Several of her career decisions and professional arrangements
were agonizing. In any event, strong mentorship keeps her moti-
vated, she says. Kalita’s much-trusted mentors, many from outside
the organizations she is a part of, have been extremely helpful. They
have made her feel like she has a kitchen cabinet looking out for her.
She can consult with her mentors about mistakes or professional
issues that have not quite worked out the way they were meant to.

Addressing Ethical Questions

Kalita often faces difficult choices around the ethical collisions
between public service, professionalism, personal ethics, and com-
mercial orientations. Tensions over the roles and responsibilities of
news media have arisen most prominently because of ownership
issues, such as when Rupert Murdoch took over the Wall Street Jour-
nal, and at the LA Times, when Michael Ferro came in as a new inves-
tor. Kalita always tries to find the middle ground and maintains
that she has never needed to make major sacrifices to achieve this.
But sometimes, she sticks to her guns. This general tendency to
try to make the best of situations but also be able to hold one’s own
has been very helpful in her current work at Epicenter-NYC, the
newsletter originally intended to help New Yorkers get through
the pandemic and an inaugural member of her URL Media net-
work. Kalita is the publisher, but she wears all hats at Epicenter: she
sells advertisements and creates and edits content. It requires her
to be out in the community, address questions as they arise, and
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deal with ethical issues. Many people questioned why Epicenter
was helping people register for vaccines; critics apparently said
this is not within the purview of a media organization. Kalita told
a Vice interviewer that she launched Epicenter given the problems
of the vaccine rollout: “The folks who should be at the front of the
line, elderly, and essential workers, don’t have the tools or digital
savvy to play. The state needs to talk to people in terms that are
concrete and accessible—there’s so much confusion within the
categories. Again, to circumvent the system, you must know the
system.”*® Kalita does know the system well, whether related to
vaccines or the media.

Understanding the importance of strengthening media produced
by and for traditionally marginalized voices, Kalita and another
media executive and entrepreneur, Sara Lomax-Reese, cofounded
URL Media as a network for sharing resources—money and power—
with Black- and Brown-owned media outlets. Lomax-Reese is the
president and CEO of WURD Radio, an African American—-owned
talk radio station. Funding for this project initially came from
advertising, partnerships, sponsorships, and grants, including the
Archewell Foundation, the nonprofit of the former Duke (Prince
Harry) and Duchess of Sussex. Here, too, Kalita emphasizes serving
otherwise underserved communities. Kalita told the president of
the News Media Alliance, “From a mission perspective, we did not
want Black and Brown audiences to be only charitable endeavors. We
see our people as a very important, vital, necessary market.”**

Kalita emphasizes the importance of ethics in terms of how and
why media organizations make money. She appreciates advertising
being a part of Epicenter’s journalistic strategy, for example. Unlike
the so-called Chinese wall between editorial and advertising at tra-
ditional media, she says, “For me, uplifting these businesses is as
important as uplifting our communities because they are a part of
the community.” Dealing with such ethical landmines has helped
her navigate this world where the media must redefine themselves
to find relevance to audiences and build trust in communities. She
is convinced that media need to be community focused and to tell
stories from the point of view of communities.
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Resolution: Moving Beyond Ideal Notions of Feminism

Maintaining a balance also extends to life beyond the professional
sphere. Kalita describes herself: “I am a journalist, but I'm also . . .
amother, daughter, wife, neighbor, friend, Assamese, Indian, South
Asian, Asian, American.”** Her immigrant roots are reflected deeply
in the Indian and Assamese aspects of her identity, but clearly they
extend into the community where being an integral part of her local-
ity as a neighbor and friend is also important. Kalita is very proud
of being a mother and having “been there” for her two children,
often going to great lengths to make it to their functions so that her
children realize she is still a part of their lives. Much of her career
has been shaped by her children. One of the best tips a mentor gave
her was to be as involved as possible in their lives—because then
things could happen on her schedule. Her home is always open to
her children and their friends, and teenagers enjoy gathering there.
She has had two long-term nannies for her children and considers
both “extremely important parts of our life.” Every time she got pro-
moted or something good happened personally or professionally,
her mother would remind her to raise their wages as hers were
increasing. Kalita sees this as a way to balance work and family life
and ensure that her children and the nannies see her success as their
success and vice versa.

Feminism in the South Asian context doesn’t always fit a singular
or defined framework;*" as the daughter of Indian immigrants raised
in Puerto Rico, Kalita’s version of feminism is highly flexible, prag-
matic, and inclusive, such that practices expected of Indian women
also find space. Kalita’s mother-in-law used to fast once a year on the
holiday Karwa Chauth, celebrated in northern and western India for
the well-being and health of one’s husband. Kalita acknowledges
that this holiday would not be seen as exemplifying feminist ideals.
However, it was important to her mother-in-law. Moreover, she
needed to have her mother and her mother-in-law basically ready to
come in and watch her children if she needed to go on a business trip
or work late or got particularly busy. Therefore, Kalita would also
observe the Karwa Chauth fast. Her feminism is based on deeply
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thought-out aspects of what it takes for women to raise children and
maintain family well-being, along with achieving career success.

Kalita acknowledges that the challenges of maintaining the frag-
ile work-life balance are largely gendered. Nevertheless, she does
not always see the world through a gendered lens, nor does she
embrace or resist some particular version of feminism. She under-
scores that she does not define herself in the same ways that men
do, but she acknowledges that she had to learn how to be more “mas-
culine” in order to ascend the career ladder. Indeed, she asks rhe-
torically, “Why don’t men have to be more like women in order to
ascend in their career?” She elaborates on what it means to be “like
women”: “It’s the ability to multitask, the ability to show compas-
sion in management and leadership, the ability to have a holistic
view on how information lands, and then importantly, the ability
to not be so single-minded and think about community. And this
idea of, you know, ‘my success is your success; your success is my suc-
cess, and to not be so individualistic.”

Put more broadly, part of Kalita’s feminism is a matter of recog-
nizing that her success depends on help from her mother, mother-
in-law, and nanny. Again, keeping her mother-in-law happy enables
her to embrace feminist ideals and achieve other life and work
goals, such as becoming a corporate senior vice president. She says
this support has proved to be a strong propeller: “Rarely do we
focus on the complexity of what it really takes for women to get to
where they are and the kind of sacrifices made along the way.”
Kalita insists that feminism should not require her to sacrifice her
individuality. Meanwhile, she emphasizes her commitment to pro-
viding ongoing support and assistance to the women around her,
both at home and at work.

Her accomplishments and recognition have established her as a
major thinker regarding news innovation. Part of her leadership has
been the conceptualization of modernization as requiring inclusiv-
ity and diversity, with communities at the center. As the Rockefeller
Foundation Global Strategy group concluded, “The only way to
address and overcome preconceptions and barriers is to have more
women in positions of leadership; providing the support and role
models women desperately need to advance in their careers and
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bringing about much-needed changes in the workplace benefitting
both genders.”** Kalita’s leadership, centered on service to her com-
munity, indicates precisely that inclusive way forward.
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