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Beyond Newspapers:
News Consumption among Young
People in the Digital Era

Mas all4 de los diarios: el consumo de noticias de los jévenes en la era digital

ABSTRACT

News consumption is undergoing great changes due to the advance of digitisation. In this context, ascertaining the
changes in readers’” consumption habits is essential for measuring the scope and effects of digital convergence and
the outlook for the future. This article aims to analyse this transformation in the specific case of young people’s rela-
tionship with news reporting. The methodology is based on a quantitative survey of people aged between 16 and
30 (N=549) in order to examine their consumer habits and perceptions. The results show the emergence of social
networks as a news medium and the decline of traditional media, and newspapers in particular. However, we
observed a high level of interest in news stories and their positive valuation in civic terms on the part of young people.
These data also reveal the obvious appeal of cost-free content. Finally, the results highlight the gender gap with men
as the greater news consumers, and the impact of age, with news consumption increasing as young people mature.
The conclusions of this research suggest that profound changes are emerging in news consumption patterns and the
concept of news among young people.

RESUMEN

El consumo de noticias est4 inmerso en un proceso de grandes mutaciones debido al avance de la digitalizacién. En
este contexto, conocer los cambios en los habitos de consumo de la audiencia es fundamental para calibrar el alcan-
ce y los efectos de la convergencia digital y sus perspectivas de futuro. Este articulo tiene como objetivo el analisis
de esta transformacién en un caso concreto: la relacién de los jévenes con la informacién periodistica. Partiendo de
una encuesta cuantitativa a personas de entre 16 y 30 afios (N=549) se examinan sus habitos de consumo y sus
percepciones. Los resultados muestran la emergencia de las redes sociales como soporte informativo y el desgaste
de los medios convencionales, especialmente de los diarios. No obstante, se detecta un interés elevado de los jove-
nes hacia las noticias y una valoracién positiva de las mismas en términos civicos. Los datos revelan, ademas, el arrai-
go de la gratuidad. Finalmente, se constata la existencia de una brecha de género en el consumo informativo, a favor
de los hombres, y la incidencia del efecto de la edad, que provoca un aumento del acceso a las noticias a medida
que los jévenes van madurando. Las conclusiones de la investigacién sugieren la aparicién de cambios profundos en
los patrones de consumo y en la concepcién de la informacién por parte del pdblico joven.

KEYWORDS / PALABRAS CLAVE
Media consumption, information, young people, news, journalism, digital convergence, social networks, digital natives.
Consumo de medios, informacidn, jévenes, noticias, petiodismo, convergencia digital, redes sociales, nativos digitales.

% Dr. Andreu Casero-Ripollés is Professor in the Communication Science Department and Vice-Dean of Journalism
Studies at the Jaume | University in Castellon (Spain) (casero@uiji.es).

Comunicar, n. 39, v. XX, 2012, Scientific Journal of Media Education; ISSN: 1134-3478; pages 151-158

www.comunicarjournal.com



o
—
(=]
o
o
o
[
<
.2
=
=}
g
Q
@]

1. Introduction

Digitisation has brought changes to the communi-
cative system, with content production, work routines,
media and distribution strategies and business models
all undergoing important alterations. Public consump-
tion patterns are also transforming and substantially
modifying the system’s traditional dynamics. In this
context, ascertaining the changes in readers’ consump-
tion habits is essential for measuring the scope and
effects of digital convergence and the outlook for the
future, and to that end this article focuses on the analy-
sis of information consumption in a specific age group:
young people. They are pioneers in assimilating tech-
nological innovations related to digitisation, and for this
they are known as digital natives (Prensky, 2001; Pal-
frey & Gasser, 2008) or members of the interactive
generation (Bringué & Sadaba, 2009). Their condition
as early users (Livingstone & Bovill, 1999) makes them
a priviliged case study for exploring the changes that
have resulted from the impact of the digital era.

In order to study news consumption in the conver-
gence frame, this article begins with an examination of
newspapers which later extends to general informa-
tion, regardless of format. There are different reasons
that justify this choice: newspapers have traditionally
been considered the main referent source of informa-
tion (Corroy, 2008). Moreover, they have been the
subject of most investigations focused on the study of
the relationship between young people and news
(Qayyum & al., 2010), and are undergoing a process
of redefinition caused by the current financial crisis
(Casero-Ripollés, 2010). However, this article is not
just confined to newspapers, as convergence imposes
the predominance of interconnections and interdepen-
dences within the media scenario.

The aims of this investigation are:

1) To ascertain young people’s news consumption
habits, particularly of newspaper, in the digital era.

2) To discover the attitudes and perceptions of
young people towards journalistic information.

The hypotheses of the investigation connected to
the above aims are:

* HI. Young people’s news consumption goes
beyond newspapers, which are read less and less, and
encompass a wide variety of media, especially online
media.

* H2. Young people show great interest in infor-
mation, and attribute positive values to it.

2. Literature review
Scientific investigation of young people’s news
consumption habits has focused mainly on the analysis

of newspapers. These studies have confirmed a con-
sistent decline in readership among this age group, a
tendency that began in the mid-Nineties (Lauf, 2001)
and which affects most European countries (Brites,
2010; Lipani, 2008; Raeymaeckers, 2004) including
Spain. The percentage of young people between 18
and 25 who consume print media is 25.7 (AEDE,
2010). Other investigations also confirm this rift be-
tween young people and newspapers in Spain (Nava-
rro, 2003; Arroyo, 2006; Tafez, 2009; Parratt, 2010).

There are many reasons that explain the decline in
young people’s newspaper consumption: lack of time,
preference for other media, and little interest in the
content (Huang, 2009; Bernal, 2009; Costera, 2007;
Raeymaeckers, 2002). The near irrelevance of news
in their daily lives and the lack of a connection to their
personal experiences and interests are key factors
(Patterson, 2007; Vanderbosch, Dhoets & Van der
Bulck, 2009; Qayyum et al., 2010). Young people not
only fail to see themselves reflected in newspapers or
conventional media (Domingo, 2005), but feel that
they are marginal to their agenda setting. In this sense,
the invisibility of young people in the news has been
verified (Figueras & Mauri, 2010; Kotilainen, 2009)
and the negativity that frequently attaches to them has
also been confirmed (Tdnez, 2009; Faucher, 2009;
Bernier, 2011).

All this is matched by the transformation arising
from the digital convergence (Islas, 2009) that leads to
a multi-screen society (Pérez-Tornero, 2008) which in
turn also has an effect. The emergence of windows
and news providers promoted by the Internet generate
an overabundance of news and strong competition for
readers” attention, which also partly explains this phe-
nomenon of decline. Scientific literature also points to
parental influence as a significant impact on young
people’s press consumption (Qayyum & al., 2010;
Huang, 2009; Costera, 2007; Raeymaeckers, 2004;
2002).

Young people’s news consumption is conditioned
by two key factors: the age effect, as people get older
they consume more and show greater interest in news
(Qayyum et al., 2010; Huang, 2009; Lipani, 2008);
the second factor is related to genre. Some authors
detect a gap that sees men’s consumption become
more intense than women’s (Brites, 2010; Raey-
maeckers, 2004; Navarro, 2003; Lauf, 2001).

The distancing between young people and news-
papers has three consequences. Firstly, the decline in
young newspaper readers means the loss of an impor-
tant potential market, and therefore, a fall in circulation
and profits (Arnould, 2004). Secondly, the ageing of
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newspaper consumers does not guarantee a generatio-
nal shift in readers (Lauf, 2001). Finally, newspapers
have traditionally been considered the primary access
point to public affairs (Brites, 2010), and also a socia-
lizing agent of politics for young people (Romer,
Jamieson & Pasek, 2009). In this sense, the lack of
interest in the press could diminish young people’s
civic consciousness.

3. Methodology

The methodological design of this investigation is
based on a quantitative survey. This technique aims to
obtain data about objective aspects (frequencies) and
subjective aspects (opinions and attitudes) based on
the information from individual interviews. The ques-
tionnaire is formed of three types of close-ended ques-
tions: dichotomous choice, multiple choice and open-
ended questions, using a set of values from 0 to 10.
The study combines single-answer with multiple choice
questions.

The field survey was carried out from January to
April 2011. The procedure used was the face-to-face
interview method. Subsequently, the data were trea-
ted with the statistical program SPSS. Age and genre
have been used as dependent variables while con-
sumption and information perceptions are taken to be
independent variables. The former include the fre-
quency of reading newspapers, the way they access
news, the number of media used to get informed, and
payment predisposition. The latter focus on interest in
news, and the civic values attributed to it. The study
population is made up of 16 to 30-year-olds living in
Catalonia (Spain), a segment which numbers
1,.284,005 individuals according to Idescat data from
2009. The sample is formed of 549 surveys randomly
selected. The genre distribution of the sample is

45.35% men and 54.65% women.

4. Results
4.1. Frequency of newspaper reading

Young people who state that they read the press
everyday account for 28.8% of the total (Table 1),

which signifies reduced newspaper consumption
among this age group.

The results reinforce the importance of the age
effect on newspaper consumption; as readers get
older, they mature and their interest in the press rises,
hence the increase by 31.3 points between 16-17 year
olds and those 23 or older (Table 1). These data
demonstrate that as young people get older they ac-
quire a greater need to be informed and a stronger
interest in news, and at the same time their cognitive
capacity to consume news grows (Huang, 2009).
Two factors explain this: young people identify news-
papers with the adult world (Raeymaeckers, 2004);
young people have a utilitarian view of press — when
the topics and content affect them directly they will
read them, if not, they will ignore them as they their
content and format do not fit their needs and expecta-
tions (Vanderbosch, Dhoets & Van der Bulck, 2009).
In this sense, most young people associate newspaper
consumption to professional activity and their incorpo-
ration into the labor market (Lipani, 2008).

The genre variable corroborates that young men
read newspapers more than women. The survey
shows that 40.6% of men read the press every day,
while women register 19% (Table 1), revealing a clear
genre gap in newspaper consumption.

4.2. Accessing media

Today’s overabundance of information is due to
the fact that news is not only provided by newspapers.
Young people now have a wide range of media to
choose from to get information and the results indicate
that they indeed use several platforms to read the
news. The use of television (watched by 72.1% of
those polled) is significant but secondary to the social
networks as a media for news consumption among
young people (Table 2). Websites such as Facebook
or Tuenti are now the leading information outlets for
young people (77.4%), which is especially relevant for
tWO reasons.

Firstly because it verifies that young people’s infor-
mation consumption is increasingly online (Parratt,

Total | 16-17 Years old | 18-20 Years old | 21-22 Years old | 23 or older Men | Women
Everyday 28.8 10.7 28.5 28.1 42 40.6 19
Several times a week 42.3 26.8 448 438 42 38.2 45.7
Once a week 12.9 19.6 12.3 13.3 10.2 76 17.3
Once a month or more 44 12.5 47 2.3 1.1 3.2 5.3
Very sporadically 8.2 17.9 7.6 7.8 45 5.2 10.7
Never 35 125 2.2 4.7 0 5.2 2

Table 1: Frequency of newspaper reading per age segment (in %).
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2010), specifically via social networks. This predomi-
nance of social networks in young people’s accessing
of news is one of the main contributions of this inves-
tigation. This feature also points to a shift in the use of
social networks among young people. Until now seve-
ral studies (Livingstone, 2008; Campos Freire, 2008;
Boyd &Ellison, 2008; Carlsson, 2011) have highligh-
ted the preeminently communicative function of social
networks as young people use them to get in touch
and interact with friends, as well as being a channel
for self-expression. These new data show that social
networks are now also used as means to read the
news.

This change also emphasizes that young people
increasingly turn to mass media websites to access
news (56.6%), compared to paid-for newspapers
(33.2%) and the cost-free press (36.4%). The mobile
phone at 28.4%, is yet to consolidate as a window for
news consumption among young people (Table 2).

The genre variable also reveals differences in pre-
ferences for news media among young people. Men
score higher when selecting platforms and devices,
except for television, digital tablets and the cost-free
press where women score higher (Table 2). Men pre-
dominate in the use of social neteworks and mass
media websites for news gathering,

The age variable confirms thatthe use of all media
for news consumption grows as young people mature.
Use of paid-for newspapers, radio, blogs, Twitter,
social networks, mobile telephone and mass media
websites increases as a result (Table 2). By contast,,
watching television for news decreases as people get
older, confirming the decline in prominence of this
audiovisual medium among the young due to the
emergence of new media in recent years (Garcia Mati-
lla & Molina Canabate, 2008; Lépez Vidales, Gonza-
lez Aldea & Medina de la Vifa, 2011).

4.3. Diversity

The results of our poll reveal that young people
use a fairly wide range of mass media to get informa-
tion, with 73% stating that they frequently use two to
three different media to access news (Table 3). These
data coincide with the study by Brites (2010: 185)
who detected that young Portuguese aged 15 to 17
used an average of three different news sources. So,
we can assume that young people’s news consump-
tion is not restricted to a single medium, since this habit
represents only 6% of the total (Table 3).

This tendency, although not very high as only
4.9% consult more than five different media, shows
that there is no longer a cognitive dependence on a
single news source.

The reasons behind this remarkably diverse com-
petence among young people to seek out news are
numerous: Internet makes access to information easy,
the increase in information on offer by the news media
system and its sheer diversity. This diversity of news-
providing media directly affects the forming of public
opinion and its very richness, which is explained by
the wide variety of points of view on any event and
the elements that enable the reader to form an opinion
(Kotilainen, 2009).

In the same way, the range of media used by
young people to access news is related to drastic chan-
ges in the way they process information (Rubio, 2010).
The habit of channel-surfing acquired from TV wat-
ching is applied to news consumption in order to get a
general impression of current affairs (Costera, 2007).
That means an alteration in the traditional order of
reading the news, from a linear, progressive reading to
a non-sequential, diagonal, interrupted and hypertext
reading (Dominguez Sinchez & Sidaba Rodriguez,
2005). The fact that young people use different news
sources is connected to the transformation in their

16-17 18-20 21-22 23 or
e Years old | Yearsold | Years old older Mo e

Paid-for print media (newspaper) 33.2 28.6 33.9 32.8 341 33.7 32.7
Cost-free print media (newspaper) 36.4 321 4041 33.6 31.8 317 40.3
Radio 26.6 17.9 242 273 38.6 289 24.7
Television 721 80.4 74 714 62.5 715 727
Website (mass media) 56.6 44.6 513 60.2 76.1 65.5 49.3
Blog 33 0 32 39 45 3.6 3

Social network (Facebook, Tuenti, etc.) | 77.4 75 76.2 75 86.4 82.3 733
Twitter 1741 54 18.8 18 18.2 19.3 15.3
Mobile Telephone 284 10.7 24.9 35.2 40.9 30.9 26.3
Digital Tablet (iPad, etc.) 0.7 1.8 0 23 0 0.4 1

Table 2: Preffered media for news consumption (multiple choice response in %).
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they would switch

Total | 16-17 Yearsold | 18-20 Yearsold | 21-22 Yearsold | 23 orolder | Men | Women . . iher free S‘

One 6 12.5 6.9 39 23 5.6 6.3 access medium if ;é
From2to 3 73 82.1 715 78.9 63.6 655 | 793 their favorite web o~
From4to5 | 14.8 36 15.9 125 21.6 201 | 103 site charged for ‘t_‘
Morethan5 | 4.9 0 47 39 10.2 76 2.7 news (Table 5). _g
None 1.3 1.8 1.1 0.8 23 1.2 1.3 In fact, costfree :g’
Table 3: Number of different mass media used on a frequent basis to get the news (in %). access has be- @)

information consumption habits (Qayyum & al,,
2010).

Age again turns out to be a decisive factor with
regard to the plurality of news sources used by young
people. The highest proportion of young people who
use just one media outlet to check the news date is the
16 and 17 year old age group (Table 3). Moreover,
none in this group uses five or more platforms for
information consumption, the total opposite to the
group of 23 year olds or older. Men are more diverse
in the use of media than women (Table 3).

4.4. The consolidation

come a powerful
factor conditioning young people’s consumption of
information on the Internet, with 17.1% of the sample
stating that they would stop consuming news altoge-
ther if they could not find a free news outlet online

(Table 5).

4.5. Interest in information

Finding out the attitudes and perceptions of young
people towards news is essential for determining their
information consumption. Young people’s interest in
news registers an average of 7.51, on a scale of 0 to
10 in our survey (Table 6). Therefore, we can dedu-

of cost-free content
Total | 16-17 Years old

18-20 Years old | 21-22 Yearsold | 23 orolder | Men | Women

The results reveal

that almost all young peo- | Yes | 62 36

4.3 94 9.1 7.6 5

No | 93.8 96.4

ple are reluctant to pay to

95.7 90.6 90.9 92.4 95

access information on the
Internet. A total of 93.8%
opposed paying for news with their own money
(Table 4), demonstrating that the idea of cost-free
content consumed online is deeply ingrained in young
people. Only 6.2% said they would pay for news.
This resistance to paying for information is also com-
mon in the rest of the population. Different studies
register between 10-20% the number of people willing
to pay for news (WAN, 2010; PEJ, 2010).

Although the refusal to pay diminishes with age,
the percentage of 23 year olds or older willing to pay
for news online is still small, representing only 9.1%
(Table 4). Regarding the genre variable, the number
of men in favor of paying is slightly higher than that of
women, 7.6% against 5% (Table 4).

The deep-rooted support for cost-free content is
demonstrated by the 76.3% of young people who say

Table 4: Willingness to pay to access news on the Internet (%).

ce that the low level of news consumption among the
young, particularly newspapers, does not reflect
apathy towards current affairs. On the contrary, young
people have a considerable appetite for news and low
consumption has nothing to do with indifference, ra-
ther dissatisfaction at the way information is presented,
especially in the conventional media (Costera, 2007;
Tanez, 2009; Huang, 2009; Raeymaeckers, 2002).
This partly explains why young people tend to use
other media, such as social networks, to get informa-
tion, and have largely abandoned the print media
(Lipani, 2008). Newspapers have not adapted to the
interests and needs of their younger readers and are no
longer considered a primary source of information by
young people (Corroy, 2008).

The age effect is again evident as interest in news
among young peo-
ple rises remarkably

1617 18-20 21-22 23or
Total Years old | Years old | Years old | older Men |Women| as they enter adult-
Pay o access inormaton 66 | 18 | 61 | 86 | 8 | 76 | 57 | hood. The genre
Consult other cost-free mass media websites | 76.3 75 776 2.1 784 | 707 81 variable is a paradox
Stop consuming information on the Intemet if | for as the previous
cannot find cost-free websites 171 232 16.2 18.8 136 | 217 | 133 data (frequency of

Table 5: Reactions to having to pay to access news on their favorite media web site (in %). reading, number of
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media used or willingness to pay) point out, men con-
sume more information than women yet women

The data also reveal the deep-rooted habit of cost-
free news access among the young. This is a serious
problem for the paid-for

] Total | 16-17 Years old | 18-20 Years old | 21-22 Years old

23orolder | Men | Women | media, and newspapers in

| Average | 7.51 6.46 7.52 7.52

8.1 743 | 757 particular, as it seriously affects

| Deviation | 1.54 1.44 1.52 14

Table 6: Degree of interest in information (on a scale of 0 to10).

declare a greater interest in news than men. The dif-
ference is small, 7.57 against 7.43 (Table 6), but note-
worthy, and something similar occurs with regard to
the civic importance attributed to news (Table 7).

Young people also place a high civic value on
information. On a scale of 0 to 10, young people give
an average 8.2 to the fact that being well-informed
enables you to participate in politics and be a good citi-
zen (Table 7).Young people acknowledge that the
availability of news is important for democracy and
information enables and guarantees public debate and
the development of a civic consciousness. Being well-
informed is to be a fully active and responsible citizen,
and news plays an important role in the civic and poli-
tical socialization of young people (Romer, Jamieson
& Pasek, 2009); young people have a positive concept
of news, and although they are turning their backs on
conventional media, they continue to value informa-
tion.

5. Discussion and conclusions

The results allow us to verify the two hypotheses
presented at the beginning of this article. The data
demonstrate that young people’s news consumption is
oriented towards new media, especially social net-
works, while newspaper readership among young
people is in decline (H1). As a consequence, newspa-
pers are no longer the primary source of information in
the digital context (Lipani, 2008), which does not
mean that the appetite for news among young people
has diminished, quite the contrary, interest in informa-
tion is strong and news consumption scores highly as a
civic value (H2).

The data also reveal the diversity of news sources
consulted to get information. News consumption is
now a multiple media habit; each medium has a diffe-
rent level of prominence with news content subject to
the effects of multiplatform distribution and the syn-
chronic consumption habits of

1.51 167 141 the business model (Casero-
Ripollés, 2010).

This investigation verifies
the effect of age regarding young people and news.
The frequency of information consumption and inte-
rest in news increase as younger readers mature. The
great unresolved question for newspapers is whether
this increase in news consumption will be enough to
guarantee a minimum readership in the future, a ques-
tion currently posed by many authors (Huang, 2009;
Lauf, 2001).

The genre variable reveals a paradox in that men
consume more news but women value information
more positively in terms of interest and civic impor-
tance.

The results of this survey also throw up new ques-
tions concerning young people’s consumption of infor-
mation that will require further investigation. The two
major questions are: the transformation in news con-
sumption arising from young people’s preference for
social networks as information media. Many authors
point out that information consumption on the Internet
is no longer a preferential activity because young peo-
ple rarely search for news in an active way (Qayyum
& al.,, 2010), rather they access it if the news story
attracts their attention while they surf the Net. Instead
of a deliberate, consious, routine search, news con-
sumption has changed and is now based on chance
and coincidence (Patterson, 2007). This results from
the way young people use the Internet; just as they use
the Internet for social interaction (Carlsson, 2001) and
entertainment (Vanderbosch, Dhoets & Van der
Bulck, 2009), they also use this technology in a recre-
ational (Tully, 2008) and utilitarian way (Rubio,
2010), and so information loses its prominence. T his
has enormous consequences for newspaper distribu-
tors and the rest of the news media.

The second question relates to changes in the
conception of news among young people. The results
suggest that this is due to the emergence of a concep-
tion of news as public service rather than product, al-

a younger generation able to Total | 167 Years old | 18-20 Years old | 21:22 Years old | 23 or older | Men | Women |
perform various media activi- | Average | 82 7.57 8.37 8.13 819|797 B84
ties simultaneously thanks to | Deviation | 1.62 1.81 1.64 1.52 148 [ 179 144

their multitasking skills (Micé,
2012; Van Dijk, 2006).

Table 7: Level of importance given to the fact that being well-informed enables participation in
politics and being a good citizen (on a scale of 0 to 10).
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though this change is gradual. Therefore, information
has to be freely available at any time like, for example,
the public health service (Costera, 2007). Accessibility
becomes a key factor, as young people demand quick
and easy access to information.

Finally, another interesting strand is that young
people start to see information as lacking in value,
worthless in that being cost-free devalues the journa-
listic credibility of the product. This opens a great
many questions about the future of journalism that will
need to be studied in depth in future investigations.
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