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The Readership Initiative was launched in October 1999
because of a strong but unproven belief among newspaper
leaders that the decline in readership – a slow but steady

trend over the past 30 years – could be reversed.
That belief has now been substantiated through the Initiative’s

Impact study of newspaper readership, led by the Readership
Institute at Northwestern University.  

The study shows that forces outside newspapers’ control –
such as the explosion of competition, a perceived lack of con-
sumers’ free time, and demographic changes – are dwarfed by
the things that newspapers can control. They include the kinds
and levels of service newspapers provide, the emphasis of news
content, the relevance of the brand the newspaper creates, and
several other large solutions to grow readership.

Newspapers are in a powerful position to act on these oppor-
tunities. Over the last five decades, other media have proliferated
– and their audiences have fragmented. The number of magazine
titles tripled; FM radio stations increased tenfold; television sta-
tions multiplied by a factor of 16. And the Internet adds thou-
sands of news sites every month. 

By contrast, instead of fragmenting, daily newspapers have
consolidated and dominate their markets and the nation in terms
of both share of revenue and share of audience.  From this posi-
tion of strength, newspapers can build on the opportunities that
the research has identified. 

Each of those opportunities will be explained in more detail
later in this summary. But first a brief description of the unique
study, a joint venture of the Newspaper Association of America
and the American Society of Newspaper Editors, that produced
the insights.

Impact examined 100 newspapers across America, from 10,000
circulation dailies to major metros. They were selected in a
way that makes them a representative sample of most types of

newspapers in the industry. (A complete list is on page 41.)   The
industry has never before had a study of such scope and reliabili-
ty from which it can derive not just a picture of today, but oppor-
tunities going forward. 

Another unique aspect of Impact is its three-dimensionality. It
looks at:
• Consumers’ reaction to the newspapers 
• The news content of the newspapers
• The organization that produces content and services.

Taken together, they bring a richer understanding of what it is

READERSHIP
DECLINE IS NOT
INEVITABLE

THE VOICE OF
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about the newspaper that drives reader reaction, and what it is
about the organization that affects product and services and its
relationship with readers and customers.

For the consumer inquiry, more than 37,000 readers and non-
readers completed a detailed survey that asked about media
habits generally, their use of the Impact paper in their specific
market, and their reactions to its content, service, and brand. The
response rate to the mail-out, 12-page, 450-question survey was
37 percent – an excellent rate of return in research terms.

That so many people took the time to reply is a strong testa-
ment to the importance readers place on their local newspaper
and its pre-eminence in the media spectrum. 

Content analysis involved counting, measuring, reading, classi-
fying, and describing 47,500 stories, photos, graphics, and other
news and information items in the Impact newspapers.

The organization component included a workforce census at
each newspaper, culture surveys, and an investigation of manage-
ment practices.

The results point to eight imperatives that, if implemented,
will enable newspapers to drive readership. Separately,
each imperative has great potential. Together – as a part of

a newspaper’s readership strategy that involves all departments
working in an integrated way – they have even more power.

Taking advantage of the opportunities means acquiring a deep-
er understanding of  "readership." The premise of the Impact
study is that what newspapers want and need to do is to change
the way people read the newspaper – to induce people to read
more often, to spend more time with the newspaper, to read
more parts of it, on weekdays and on Sundays. It’s all about
changing reader behavior. 

If any or all of those behaviors can be intensified, the results
will be seen in the performance measures that the industry cur-
rently uses – for example, "read yesterday" or "last four Sundays"
readership measurements, or copies sold.

But the key is understanding and then working to change the
fundamental reading behavior.  Using a series of questions that
newspapers can easily add to their current readership survey
repertoire, Impact researchers calculated a "Reader Behavior
Score" (RBS) for each consumer who responded to the survey.
The questions measured time, frequency, and completeness of
reading, during the week and on Sundays. On a 1-7 scale, an RBS
of 1 represents someone who rarely or never looks into the
Impact newspaper, while an RBS of 7 depicts a person who
spends a great deal of time reading most of the paper, every day
of the week.

The overall results show that, on average, during the course of
a typical week 85 percent of adults in the U.S. read, to varying
degrees, a daily newspaper. Another way to describe the reading

WHAT WILL IT
TAKE TO GROW
READERSHIP?
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behavior of American adults is this: one-third are heavy readers
(in terms of time, frequency and completeness, on weekdays and
Sundays); one-third are moderate readers; and one-third are light
to non-readers.

Again, what newspapers need to do is to move readers along
the Reader Behavior continuum, from lighter to heavier use of the
paper. The benefits are clear.  If a reader spends more minutes
with the newspaper, or picks it up more often, or reads more
parts of it, he or she is better informed and more connected to
the information source. There is a greater likelihood that she or
he will be exposed to and act on advertising content. And, the
research shows, readers with higher RBS’ are more likely to be
subscribers and less likely to churn out.

By developing this way of describing reader behavior, Impact
researchers were able to pinpoint specific things newspapers can
do that will drive RBS – and to develop key, prioritized areas
where newspapers can direct their efforts with best effect. (A
scorecard listing these items is on page 16.)

Impact researchers also identified nine distinct types of readers.
The categories were developed by grouping respondents with
similar reading behaviors in terms of time, frequency, and com-
pleteness both for their weekday and weekend reading. This
analysis resulted in the following categories of Reader Behavior
Types:  
• Heavy Readers – (21 percent of sample) high on all reading

characteristics: time, frequency and completeness.
• Skimmers – (11 percent) frequent readers who are high on

thoroughness of reading but spend an average amount of time
with the newspaper.

• Selectives – (6 percent) frequent readers who spend more time
with the paper but complete half or less of it.

• Sunday Heavy – (8 percent) heavy readers on Sunday but
average readers weekday.

• Light Readers – (10 percent) readers who are average or
below for time, frequency, and completeness on both week-
days and weekends.

• Weekday Only – (3 percent) average or below on weekdays
but do not read on weekends.

• Sunday Heavy Only – (6 percent) heavy on Sunday but do not
read on weekdays.

• Sunday Light – (7 percent) average or below readers on week-
ends and even lower during the week. 

• Nonreaders – (28 percent) do not read the target paper in the
study.  (But may read a competing local paper, regional or
national newspaper.)  
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Service emerged as a very strong opportunity for newspapers.
If newspapers can deliver extraordinary service, RBS – time,
frequency, completeness – will rise.    

The components measured were:
• Condition and completeness of the delivered newspaper
• Quality of the paper, ink, and type size
• When and how the newspaper is delivered
• Accuracy of the bill
• Cost of home delivery
• Overall customer service.

All components had very high potential for driving RBS in the
future. In terms of their customers’ current satisfaction with serv-
ice, most newspapers have a high rating – the average is 4.25 on
a scale of 1-5. Yet the potential to drive readership is also high.
What this means is, if newspapers can provide service in the
"excellence zone," surpassing customers’ current experience and
expectations, they will see increases in RBS. 

The study results make it clear that readers want and expect
a wide variety of content from their local newspaper. But
the results identify several topics that, if newspapers were

to do a "better job" with them (and "better" has different connota-
tions, depending on the topic, as outlined below), the result
would be greater readership of not just those topics but of the
newspaper overall – that is, higher RBS. 

Consumers provided reactions to 26 content topics that their
newspaper covers and many of the items clustered together in
factor analysis. The top factors, ranked in order of their potential
to build RBS, are:

1. Intensely local, people-focused news. The specifics of this
factor are community announcements, stories about ordinary
people and obituaries.

2. Lifestyle news, which includes health, fitness and medicine;
home, garden and real estate; food; fashion and beauty; and
travel.

3. How we are governed and global relations. This includes
coverage of politics, government, war and international conflict.

4. Natural disasters and accidents. 
5. Movies, television and weather.
6. Business, economics and personal finance.
7. Science, technology and environment.
8. Police, crime and the judicial system. 
9. Sports. Includes all levels and types of sports.

To shed some light on what constitutes "doing a better job on
these topics" in the minds of consumers, Impact researchers
looked for links between the high-potential topics and the content
analysis. The content analysis measured such characteristics as
story length, story treatment, number and area of stories, presence
of color, graphics, geographic focus, and story source. 
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IMPERATIVE 1:
PUSHING SERVICE
INTO THE 
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IMPERATIVE 2:
AN INCREASED
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CERTAIN KINDS
OF CONTENT WILL
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The table below shows what kind of approaches to and treat-
ment of the high-potential topics result in greater reader satisfac-
tion. 

CONTENT AND READER SATISFACTION 
Intensely local, Quantity
people-focused news:

Lifestyle news: Quantity; feature approach

How we are Quantity; stand-alone opinion section; 
governed and color photos; feature approach
global relations:

Natural disaster Fewer stories, fewer color photos
and accidents:

Movies, television Shorter; less complex stories
and weather:

General and personal Quantity; point-of view approach 
business news: (commentary, criticism, advice)

Science, technology Quantity; international focus; longer and 
and environment: more complex stories; feature approach

Police, crime and More local focus and fewer national 
the judicial system: events; fewer photos; fewer stories overall

Sports: Feature approach; point-of-view approach 

Americans expect their local newspaper to be a collection of
all sorts of news and information. Nothing in the Impact
study indicates the need to expand one sort of news to the

exclusion of another. 
What the research shows, though, is a strong reader appetite

for news that is intensely local and personally relevant. In recent
years newspapers have focused more and more on "local news."
What the Impact research shows is that there is still a large, unre-
alized potential for local news of a particular kind.

"Intensely local, people-centered news" ranks at the top of the
list of content items with the greatest potential to increase overall
readership of the newspaper (RBS).  It includes community
announcements (including weddings, events etc.), stories about
ordinary people, and obituaries. 

This finding confirms earlier research that has identified local
news as newspapers’ unique strength, but it takes it further. It
includes "chicken dinner" news – community events – but is not
limited to events. It includes stories about ordinary people, and it
could be reasonably concluded that this extends to coverage of
other news topics through their effects on ordinary people. It also

IMPERATIVE 3:
A PARTICULAR
TYPE OF LOCAL
NEWS HAS THE
GREATEST 
POTENTIAL OF 
ALL CONTENT
TOPICS FOR
INCREASING RBS
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includes obituaries, which at their best can be engaging stories
about people’s lives. 

The finding also quantifies the opportunity – which is large –
for newspapers that can satisfy readers’ appetite for an intensely
local, personally relevant, and people-centered approach. 

Additionally, content analysis found readers’ desire for more
"localness" operating at another level as well.  Newspapers that
have more content written in a feature-style approach are per-
ceived as being more local than those in which a straight-news
approach dominates.  

In this way, the fact that a newspaper covers more "local" news
– news of politics, government, business, sports, and other topics
with a local focus – does not necessarily result in a newspaper
with a local feel.  It is the approach to story-writing that creates
the sense of localness.  Another finding – that newspapers with a
higher level of staff-written stories did not have higher satisfaction
levels – confirms that it is less a matter of who writes the story
than how it is written.

Another item with high potential for increasing RBS – that is,
time, frequency and completeness – is "easy to read," a
shorthand combined description of two factors to which

consumers responded: "is relaxing to read," and "makes it easy to
find what I’m looking for." 

This result indicates that readers respond well to content (both
news and advertising) that is not a struggle to find, engage with, and
move through. It suggests they respond well to presentation that
helps them find both what they know they’re looking for and what
they might not know is in the newspaper but relates to their interests.

In recent years newspapers have worked hard on many of
these things, but clearly there is great room for improvement that
will pay off.  What consumers are saying is this: "Do it better and
I’ll read more of you." 

Making a newspaper "easier to read" is an especially good
approach for light readers, those with an RBS of less than 2.5.
Newspapers that light readers find "easier to read" – that is, news-
papers whose readers are more satisfied with this characteristic –
tend to:
• Provide more actionable information (such as dates, times,

locations, phone numbers, Web site addresses associated with
stories)

• Run more health, home, fashion, food, and travel stories
• Run more feature-style stories
• Do more in-paper promotion of content.
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MAKING THE
NEWSPAPER 
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It is already well-established in newspaper research that many
readers are drawn by the advertising content. 

What this new finding indicates is that newspapers that can
make readers more satisfied with advertising content will reap
great benefits in terms of more readership of the newspaper over-
all (higher RBS).  

This gives advertising managers a responsibility for improving
readership of the newspaper, in addition to their responsibility to
satisfy their client advertisers and bring in ad revenues to the
newspaper. 

The implication is that advertising executives should care every
bit as much about the content of advertising, for the sake of news-
paper readership, as editors do about news content, for the sake of
readership.  For example, if part of a newspaper’s strategy is to
attract more young female readers to the newspaper, it needs to be
a two-pronged, editorial-advertising content strategy, including types
of advertising that will appeal to and satisfy their needs, displayed
with prominence, and promoted elsewhere in the newspaper.

Brand has to do with the image of the newspaper that the
reader has in his or her mind. An effective brand connects
with characteristics and values that are important to read-

ers.  The image has to be both perceived as a positive attribute
and be relevant to the reader.

Every newspaper has a brand, whether it has consciously
developed one or not. The point is for newspapers to develop a
brand character that will deliver the kind of benefits that really
touch readers – brand relevance.

Impact research identified several brand characteristics that
have strong potential for driving RBS. In other words, if newspa-
pers can build such brands that are relevant to readers, the result
will be higher overall use of the newspaper. 

As with the content items, often several items factored together
to form a composite factor. Brands with top potential for increas-
ing RBS are:
• I perceive the newspaper as intelligent, successful, experi-

enced.
• I perceive the newspaper as honest, trustworthy, helpful.
• The newspaper is a link to my personal need to be informed

and "in the know." (This included the following values: being
informed about the world and the nation; being informed
about my local community; knowledge and understanding.)

• I perceive the newspaper as middle-class, neighborly.
• The newspaper has personality, is a leader in the community.
• The newspaper makes me think.
• The newspaper reflects my personal beliefs and values; it

cares about people like me.
• I perceive the newspaper as fun, creative, energetic.

IMPERATIVE 5:
IMPROVING THE
CONTENT OF
ADVERTISING
WILL IMPROVE RBS

IMPERATIVE 6:
BUILDING A 
POSITIVE BRAND
THAT HAS 
RELEVANCE TO 
READERS WILL
INCREASE RBS
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• The newspaper is a link to my personal need for belonging
and fulfillment. (This brand item is a composite of many val-
ues that clustered together in analysis: a sense of belonging;
stimulation/excitement; warm relationships with others; being
well-respected; fun and enjoyment in life; security and peace
of mind; self-respect; a sense of accomplishment; religious and
spiritual fulfillment; appreciating beauty in the world.)
Several content characteristics are also linked with positive

brand perceptions. Increased amount and variety of content
enhances brand, especially with young people. Overall localness
of content, in both source and geographic focus, is associated
with higher brand satisfaction. And a feature approach to stories
improves brand perception, especially with women readers.

Impact’s content analysis measured four kinds of in-paper pro-
motion. The most commonly occurring sort is general newspa-
per promotion, followed by promoting content in the paper

the same day, promotion of the newspaper Web site, and, lastly,
promoting content in upcoming editions. In respect to the last
item, on average, newspapers have one item in the entire news-
paper per day.

The Impact results show that higher levels of all types of in-
paper promotion affect the overall brand perception of the news-
paper. 

Newspapers that run more promotion of upcoming and same-
day content have higher reader satisfaction levels. The result also
reflects the fact that, over the past few decades, readers have read
newspapers less frequently and therefore do not know, through
habit, what’s in the newspaper and where to find it. Newspapers
need to help infrequent and selective readers find more of what’s
in it for them.

In-paper promotion is also shown to be more effective with
readers newspapers are trying hard to reach, especially people
under the age of 35 and women. 

In-paper promotion is often among the first items to be cut in
difficult economic times. While content of Sunday sections is easi-
er to predict and promote, it is a challenge for editorial depart-
ments to commit promotion to time-sensitive and scoop-sensitive
material days in advance. And there is the issue of "who does it"
and to whose space allocation the promotion is charged.

But the evidence is strong that finding a way through these
internal issues will pay off handsomely with readers.
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IMPERATIVE 7:
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Part of the Impact study was an analysis of the culture of
each of the Impact newspapers. This investigation was
premised on a model, established from hundreds of studies

in other businesses, that links the culture of a workplace to:
• Employee satisfaction
• Customer satisfaction
• Business outcomes (such as profitability and shareholder

returns). 
Because readership has continued to decline despite many

reader-growth activities at many newspapers in recent years, the
Readership Institute’s hunch at the outset of the Impact study was
that there is a large systemic factor at play. The hypothesis was
that in the case of newspapers, culture would be linked ultimately
to readership as well. 

This, in fact, proved to be the case. Impact research shows that
newspapers that have adaptive, constructive cultures tend also to
have higher RBS – that is, more time, frequency and complete-
ness. 

To measure culture, the Institute used instruments developed
by Professor Robert Cooke of the University of Illinois, Chicago,
which have been used by more than 2 million employees in hun-
dreds of companies and organizations during the past 15 years. 

The tools are verified periodically through a random sampling
of organizations over and above the companies that choose to
have their cultures assessed. The database of information collect-
ed over the years allows comparisons from one industry or organ-
ization to another.

The instruments measure how people are expected to behave
in their organization in order to fit in. They also measure the
effects of culture on people and show ways that managers can
change culture to the benefit of both employees and customers. 

The Impact study’s culture assessments are based on responses
from about 5,500 employees at all levels in the news, advertising,
circulation, and marketing departments.

Organizations fall into one of two basic culture types: defensive
and constructive. More than 80 percent of the Impact newspapers
– a proxy for the entire daily newspaper industry – have defen-
sive cultures. 

Defensive cultures are intent on preserving the status quo and
are resistant to change.  People are expected to focus on how
well they are doing, as opposed to how well the group, or the
organization – or the customer – is doing. They tend to operate in
departmental silos.  In the past, defensive organizations have
fared quite well, as changes in the environment such as technolo-
gy, demography and competition have been slow-moving. But
today they are not well-positioned to meet the changing needs of
customers or more agile competitors. 

Constructive cultures tend to be more outward-looking and
responsive to changes in the environment. They expect achieve-

IMPERATIVE 8:
BUILDING AN
ADAPTIVE, 
CONSTRUCTIVE
CULTURE THAT IS
ATTUNED TO
READERS AND
CUSTOMERS WILL
RESULT IN HIGHER
RBS
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ment at both the individual and group level. Collaboration and
coordination across departments are not optional – it is how they
operate. Employees are more satisfied and turnover tends to be
lower. Constructive cultures are difficult to build, especially when
defensive habits are well-entrenched, but their effects are positive
on all stakeholders.

In a separate analysis, the Institute measured how reader-ori-
ented the Impact newspapers believe they are.  The analysis is
based on a simple linear model that measures four sequential
stages in customer-orientation: gathering market intelligence, dis-
seminating market intelligence throughout the organization, form-
ing a plan, and putting the plan into action. 

On average, newspapers fall well below the ideal – where they
think they should be in order to respond to or anticipate changes
in the business and consumer environment. 

But those newspapers that scored above the average also tend-
ed to have higher RBS.

The Impact results indicate an urgent need for newspapers to
understand and measure how readers use the newspaper –
Reader Behavior Scores (RBS).  Media competitors measure

how consumers use their offerings – not how many television sets
or radios are sold. Using this approach, newspapers have a strong
story to tell advertisers. 

It can be an even stronger story if newspapers act on the large
opportunity areas that Impact has identified and which are shown
to be linked to higher RBS – that is, time, frequency and com-
pleteness.  The opportunities can be major parts of strategies to
intensify readers’ use of the newspaper. There are clear directions
about where the biggest opportunities lie – in service excellence,
content emphasis (including advertising content), brand relevance,
and in-paper promotion. 

The research also makes it clear that improving RBS – and the
subsequent performance measurements of readership and circula-
tion – must be a strategic imperative that has meaning and rele-
vance to everyone who works for the newspaper. Aligning
departments around this goal, translating it into specific action,
tying rewards to it – this can be the start of changing culture
toward a more constructive model that will benefit all stakehold-
ers.

It may be tempting to dismiss this research by saying, "I’ve
heard all this before." Certainly some of the concepts in this study
echo previous industry research. It would have been surprising
and disconcerting if the research findings bore no relation to pre-
vious industry studies. However, the Impact study is different on
several counts: 
• The results come from surveying 37,000 consumers in every

type of newspaper market, a scope and reliability the industry
has never before had.

• Readers have stated their priorities as never before.

IN CONCLUSION
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• There is new information and new concepts in the results. 

Below are the information and concepts that are new in the
Impact research:

• The Reader Behavior Score (RBS) is a new way of measuring
how readers use newspapers, including time, frequency and
completeness. RBS more accurately reports readership than
any measure previously used by newspapers.

• That six service factors matter to readers.
• Nine specific content areas in priority order that have the

greatest potential for improving readership.
• The importance of a particular type of local news, defining for

the first time the type of local news that matters to readers.
• The role of advertising in bringing readers to the rest of the

newspaper.
• The importance of brand to readership and which brand char-

acteristics contribute to readership.
• The role and importance of in-paper content promotion.
• The impact of a constructive culture in driving readership. This

is the first research to look at newspaper culture and its link to
readership.
While each of the eight imperatives has strength, newspapers

that want to maximize growing RBS and driving readership will
implement all eight as part of a readership strategy that involves
all departments working in an integrated way.

Finally, newspaper executives must not use difficult economic
times as an excuse to postpone acting, thinking that "We can’t
afford it now." 

Six of the eight imperatives can be accomplished with no extra
cost. Of the two remaining, one has low extra cost. Over-the-top
service will be expensive. Nonetheless, done right, it will drive
RBS – time, frequency and completeness – thus driving economic
return. 

Special pricing to attract targeted advertising carries some cost,
although less than the service imperative.

All of the others can be implemented without additional cost.
Changing content emphasis is a matter of managing resources dif-
ferently and leading differently. The same is true with local news
and navigability. 

Achieving brand relevance with consumers takes hard, focused
work, but it doesn’t have to cost money. 

The challenge for in-paper content promotion is overcoming
internal barriers, not finding extra money.

Finally, changing organizational culture takes leadership and
will, but not extra expenditure.
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Readership Institute research has identified and scored the
readership opportunities in content, brand, and service in
rank order with a Readership Improvement Potential num-

ber. The number expresses the relationship between consumer
satisfaction with each item and readership.  Changes that the
newspaper makes to these items to better satisfy readers will
increase overall readership of the newspaper. 

All factors have an impact on readership separately, and they
work together to create an even greater effect.  The scorecard lists
them in order within each grouping – content, brand, and service
– from greatest opportunity to least opportunity to help newspa-
per executives set priorities.  

It is important to note that the scorecard does not tell
individual newspapers how to implement a strategy in
response to the opportunities identified, or what an overall
readership strategy should be. Each newspaper, using its
own market knowledge and expertise, can use this new
research to craft and implement a focused strategy specially
tailored to its situation.  

1. Consumer Factors.  This first column comprises 43 areas of
opportunity broken into four main categories – Content,
Advertising, Service, and Brand Perceptions.  

Each factor on the Opportunity Scorecard is taken from ques-
tions on the Readership Initiative Consumer Survey. To better
understand what each factor means, it is helpful to read the ques-
tions from which they are drawn. Here is a list of the factors and
the survey questions from which they are drawn. A copy of the
Consumer Survey follows this section. 

• Factors 1-15 are taken from question 53 of the Consumer
Survey. 

• Factors 16-20 are taken from Question 55.
• Factors 21-27 are taken from Question 54. 
• Factors 28 and 35 are taken from Question 50.
• Factors 36 and 37 are taken from Question 51.
• Factors 38-43 are taken from Question 52.

2. Industry Reader Improvement Potential. This column
contains numbers representing the strength of the opportunity for
each consumer factor. The numbers in the column range from 6
to 67. The larger the number, the stronger the opportunity for that
consumer factor. Like readings on a thermometer, small differ-
ences in numbers are less significant than big differences.

Look at the numbers in the column to get a sense of where the
bigger and smaller opportunities are.  For example, the Reader
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Improvement Potential for Content-Community Announcements is
64 and the score for Content-Jobs/Career is only 18. This indicates
that there is a greater chance of improving readership through
enhancing or changing Community content than from enhancing
or changing Jobs content.  This does not imply that any paper
should reduce jobs coverage.  It means that the greater readership
return for effort invested will come from improving Community
content.   Each newspaper has to determine, through existing
market knowledge or through further investigations, whether this
means a greater volume of community content, a different cover-
age approach to this area, a different balance between news/fea-
tures on the subject, and so on. 

This number does not measure newspapers’ performance on
the factor.  It measures the size of the opportunity each consumer
factor represents.  

3. Industry Consumer Factor Average. This measures the
industry’s performance on each consumer factor on a scale from 1
to 5. 

4. Columns 4-7 represent the basis of a consumer profile matrix
for the newspaper industry. The four categories of readers are:

• Disconnected / Light Readers
• Disconnected / Heavy Readers
• Connected / Heavy Readers
• Connected / Light Readers.

Disconnected-connected refers to the sense of affinity that
readers feel with newspapers as a result of the consumer factors.
For example, an avid sports fan may feel a strong connection to
the newspaper through its sports content but relatively little or no
connection to the paper through its arts content or customer serv-
ice. Another may have her strongest connection to the newspaper
through its community content or through her perception that the
newspaper brand represents strong community leadership. 

Light-heavy refers to the degree to which consumers use the
newspaper – the amount of time they spend with it, how often
they read it, how completely they read it. 

You can visualize this information more easily by putting the
data for each factor into a matrix:
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The matrix shows that health/home/fashion/food is an area of
relative strength for newspapers.  Thirty-seven percent of readers
are both heavy readers and connected to this factor through what
newspapers already provide.  You may decide to try to leverage
this strength by increasing readership among this group, and by
appealing to others who are connected to the paper through this
factor but who are light readers overall.  This quadrant (bottom /
right) represents 19 percent of the total readers.  

A blank matrix appears on the next page, for those interested
in plotting some of the other content, brand and service factors. 

(This matrix can be further refined by including demographic
information of age, gender, income, and education for the readers
in each quadrant. That information will be available beginning
June 2001 in an automated matrix at the Readership Institute’s
Web site: www.readership.org.)

Disconnected / Heavy Readers

22%
Heavier than average newspaper

readers who have a below average
connection to the newspaper for the

given consumer factor.

Connected / Heavy Readers

37%
Heavier than average newspaper

readers who have an above average
connection to the newspaper for the

given consumer factor.

Disconnected / Light Readers

22%
Lighter than average newspaper read-
ers who have a below average con-
nection to the newspaper for the

given consumer factor.

Connected Light Readers

19%
Lighter than average newspaper read-
ers who have an above average con-

nection to the newspaper for the
given consumer factor.

Heavy 
Reader

Light
Reader

Disconnected to Paper Connected to Paper

Consumer Factor: Content – 
Health / Home / Fashion / Food

Consumer Profile

Reader
Behavior

Score
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These are the mostly frequently asked questions about the results
of the Impact study. 

Q. Some of the Reader Improvement Potential numbers are
only a few points apart. How many points difference
does there have to be between two numbers for them to
be meaningfully different?

Think of these scores as temperature differences.  It is very
difficult to discern the difference between 62 and 64 degrees.
It is very easy to tell the difference between 60 degrees and 30
degrees.  As a rough rule of thumb, consider factors that are
different by 10 or more points as appreciably different.  

It may be helpful to group your opportunities in tiers – first
tier opportunities, second tier opportunities, and so on.     

Q. What do you mean by "stories about ordinary people?"
What do you mean by "community announcements?"

These are phrases that survey respondents responded to with-
out prompting.  It is dangerous to interpret what was in the
consumers’ minds without doing some follow-up work.
However based on what other research in recent years has
found, it is probably a safe hypothesis to suggest that when
consumers respond to "stories about ordinary people" they are
thinking of "stories about people like me." This does not
mean, by the way, that they do not want to see stories about
celebrities and high-profile people. It means there is reader-
ship potential for another sort of people coverage.  

Similarly, it is safe to base further research in your market on
a hypothesis that "community announcements" means notices,
briefs, and short items about events in the local area. You may
already have research at your newspaper that sheds more light
on these items. If not, it is fairly easy and inexpensive to do
some follow-up.  

Q. How do I break apart the Community Announcements/
Ordinary People/ Obituaries category to take action on
it? Does that mean I should run more community
announcements or more stories about ordinary people?

These items were grouped together because consumers gave
them similar ratings and appeared to view them in the same
way. It is equally valid to think of them as three separate fac-
tors, each having the same Reader Improvement Potential
score. Another way to look at them is that as a group they
seem to represent a sense of "intensely local, people-focused

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
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news" or "community connectedness," and consumers desire a
greater level of this type of news from their newspapers.

You can learn a lot about what you might do from a close
look at the content of your own newspaper over a period of a
month. An examination may reveal that you have extensive
listings of local obituaries and community announcements, but
most of your full-length stories focus on official actions by
government, schools, and businesses. If this is your case, you
might want to focus some attention on creating stories about
everyday people.

If you appear to have a substantial amount of content on ordi-
nary people, extensive listings of community announcements
and obituaries, then you might want to look at the way you
package and promote that type of content. You may be pro-
viding the content in a manner that disguises the volume of it
or makes it appear of secondary importance. Or perhaps you
aren’t telling your readers how good a job you are doing on
this factor. The point here is that "more stories" may not be
the only or the right answer. It might be an issue of presenta-
tion, packaging, navigation, approach to stories, or promotion
and marketing.

Knowing there is potential for driving RBS through this factor
helps set your priorities for action, and applying your in-depth
knowledge of your own product and readers further narrows
the action items you choose to pursue. 

Q.  We’re a small/medium size community newspaper. Local
news has always been our franchise. But according to
your report, one of the areas with greatest potential for
readership growth is the category of "how we are gov-
erned and global relations" that includes stories about
government, politics, international and war.  Does this
mean I should be running more national and world news
and giving it more prominence? This seems to run count-
er to everything else industry research tells us about the
importance of local news.

These findings do not say that local news is unimportant.
They simply say that there is an opportunity to improve read-
ership through coverage in this area  – topics that clearly can
have strong local aspects.  And remember that this factor is a
combination of two factors that grouped together in the analy-
sis and were rated in a similar manner by consumers. You
may find it more useful to separate them into government/pol-
itics and war/international conflict. 
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To answer questions like this, examining several weeks of
your own paper’s content would be a valuable exercise. Look
at the type and extent of coverage you provide in these areas.
How is it packaged? How consistent or frequent is it? Meeting
consumer desires may mean more coverage, or it may mean
better packaging of these types of stories to give a better
sense of their presence, better sign-posting, better promotion. 

Look also at how your editors choose what stories to cover
and present, and the types of approach that are taken. It might
mean a different type of story – analysis, explanation, or solu-
tion-based coverage instead of spot news, for example. Or it
may mean a different selection of these types of stories to
meet the specific interests of your local market, something you
can determine with focus groups or other inexpensive qualita-
tive research in your market.

And, as with the other questions on the Consumer Survey, the
terms were not defined and were answered by consumers as
they interpreted them. Consumers in some markets may well
have been thinking just as much about local government and
politics as about national when answering that question.
Asking some questions of consumers in your market can help
refine your thinking.  

Q.  Police/crime/courts/legal is cited in your study as having
high potential for readership growth, but the study also
says that reader satisfaction is higher in papers that run
fewer of these stories. So am I supposed to run more or
less?

You need to frame your newspaper’s response to this finding
with a good understanding of your approach to police and
crime coverage – how much do you run, how do you cover it
(hard news, briefs, blotters, features, solutions-based reporting,
etc.), the play and prominence it is given, headlines, photos,
graphics, and so on. You also should look at how much local
crime news you run and how much wire service. 

Clearly the Impact results show you can improve readership
through police/crime coverage, but the answer may be in how
you cover and present it as well as in the amount of news
hole you devote to it.  If you think you have too much crime
coverage, a first move would be to cut back on incidental wire
service crime news, as most consumers’ interest is in local
crime.    
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Q.  Sports eats up most of my travel budget and has a staff
four times the size of my features department. But
lifestyle news, including health, food, home fashion, and
travel rank higher in your list of the top readership driv-
ers.  Should I downsize my sports department and beef
up my features department?

The findings do not say that sports coverage is unimportant.
They simply say that there is an opportunity to improve read-
ership through better coverage of health, food, home, fashion,
and travel.

First, look at what your own research and market knowledge
tell you about the audiences for these factors. Sports may be a
section that represents your primary (or only) link to a given
demographic – young males, for example. The resources you
are devoting to this topic may be entirely appropriate in order
to reach and retain this portion of your audience. 

This research is designed to help you establish priorities, and
perhaps you will want to put more emphasis on features. It
does not say where – or if – you can reduce coverage in other
areas.  Certainly don’t begin implementing strategies – particu-
larly radical strategies – based simply on these numbers.    

Q.  In the demographic information on the database, all the
ages are over 40. What happened to young readers?

The survey was directed to adults 18+, which pushes the num-
bers up.  The numbers in the scorecard represent the average
age of people that fall into a given quadrant.  When averaging
the ages of all the respondents, the result is naturally going to
fall somewhere in the middle.  If you are looking for younger
readers, look for quadrants that tend to have lower average
ages than the others.    

Q.  One of my newspaper’s strategies is to target 25-34 year
olds. Since all the ages in the scorecard skew old, how do
I identify the content factors with the highest potential
for my target audience?

When examining the demographic mix for any content factor,
look for quadrants with average ages relatively lower than oth-
ers. This lower average would indicate a greater number of
consumers in their 20s and 30s in the quadrant.
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Q.  When looking at the quadrant diagram on each factor, I
was told I should target heavy/connected readers first for
readership growth. Why? If they are already heavy read-
ers, shouldn’t I look elsewhere for growth?

The definition of "heavy" readers is those who have an above-
average Reader Behavior Score. This means that for readers
that fall in the "heavy/connected" quadrant for a content factor
there still remains potential to move this group of readers up
the RBS scale. If you can move someone who is at 4 on the
scale to 4.25, you grow readership. The behaviors that RBS
summarizes are time spent with the paper, frequency of read-
ership, and completeness of reading. So moving consumers up
the scale could mean they spend more time with the paper,
read it more frequently, or read it more completely.

In addition, it is always easier to move readers who are con-
nected through a factor than to try to persuade readers to use
the newspaper for a factor that they aren’t connected with. For
example, it’s probably easier to grow your readership of
sports-interested men by improving your sports coverage than
it is to persuade them that they should read your paper more
because you have valuable food coverage. 

Thus, "heavy/connected" readers represent the low-hanging
fruit. They already have a connection to your paper through a
content or brand perception factor, but they aren’t "7s" on the
RBS scale.

Q.  I’d like to be able to continue some of the surveys
myself. Will RI share the methodology with me so I can
duplicate the studies? 

Yes. After we have reported all the actionable findings we
have, we’ll document our methodologies and make them
available on request. All of the instruments that we used in
gathering the data for the 12 studies that comprise Impact are
now available.
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The Palm Beach Post, West Palm Beach, FL 
Columbia Daily Herald, Columbia, TN 
Las Cruces Sun-News, Las Cruces, NM
Daily Herald, Roanoke Rapids, NC
Sioux Falls Argus Leader, Sioux Falls, SD
The Gleaner, Henderson, KY
The Tennessean, Nashville, TN 
Connecticut Post, Bridgeport, CT 
The Advocate, Baton Rouge, LA
The Maui News, Wailuku, HI
The Enterprise, Brockton, Brockton, MA 
Marietta Daily Journal, Marietta, GA 
The Kansas City Star, Kansas City, MO
The Beaufort Gazette, Beaufort, SC
The Evening News, Jeffersonville, IN
The Sanford Herald, Sanford, NC
Great Falls Tribune, Great Falls, MT
The Modesto Bee, Modesto, CA
The Fredrick News-Post, Frederick, MD
The Roanoke Times, Roanoke, VA
The Greenville News, Greenville, SC
The Indiana Gazette, Indiana, PA
Kalamazoo Gazette, Kalamazoo, MI
Intelligencer Journal, Lancaster, PA
The Day, New London, CT 
Ventura County Star, Ventura, CA
The News Sun, Waukegan, IL 
The Victoria Advocate, Victoria, TX
Bryan-College Station Eagle, Bryan, TX
The Odessa American, Odessa, TX
The Palm Spring Desert Sun, Palm Springs, CA 
The Star Press, Muncie, IN
The Bradenton Herald, Bradenton, FL
The Everett Herald, Everett, WA
Batavia Daily News, Batavia, NY
Rockford Register Star, Rockford, IL 
The State Journal-Register, Springfield, IL
Midland Daily News, Midland, MI
North County Times, Escondido, CA 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, Pittsburgh, PA 
The Oakland Press, Pontiac, MI
The Daily Oklahoman, Oklahoma City, OK
The Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, MA 
The Aberdeen American News, Aberdeen, SD
Bluefield Daily Telegraph, Beckley, WV
Florida Times-Union, Jacksonville, FL
The Jackson Citizen Patriot, Jackson, MI 
San Gabriel Valley Tribune, West Covina, CA 
The Vancouver Columbian, Vancouver, WA 

IMPACT NEWSPAPERS
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Valley News Dispatch, Tarentum, PA 
The Greeneville Sun, Greeneville, TN
The Herald-Sun, Durham, NC
The Providence Journal, Providence, RI 
Chicago Tribune, Chicago, IL 
The Spectrum, St George, UT 
The Quincy Herald Whig, Quincy, IL
Anderson Independent-Mail, Anderson, SC
The Arizona Republic, Phoenix, AZ
Dubuque Telegraph Herald, Dubuque, IA
The Kankakee Daily Journal, Kankakee, IL 
Austin American Statesman, Austin, TX
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, Milwaukee, WI
Santa Cruz County Sentinel, Santa Cruz, CA
The Louisville Courier Journal, Louisville, KY
The Idaho State Journal, Pocatello, ID
Temple Daily Telegram, Temple, TX
The Racine Journal Times, Racine, WI 
The Orange County Register, Santa Ana, CA
The Baltimore Sun, Baltimore, MD 
The Times Leader, Wilkes-Barre, PA 
Gainesville Sun, Gainesville, FL 
Richmond Times-Dispatch, Richmond, VA
The Register-Herald, Beckley, WV
The Herald, Rock Hill, SC
The Albany Herald, Albany, GA
Houston Chronicle, Houston, TX
San Jose Mercury News, San Jose, CA 
The Daily American, Somerset, PA
Concord Monitor, Concord, NH
The Cincinnati Enquirer, Cincinnati, OH 
The Idaho Statesman, Boise, ID
The Daily Post Athenian, Athens, TN
Mt. Pleasant Morning Sun, Mt. Pleasant, MI
The Grand Junction Daily Sentinel, Grand Junction, CO
The Appeal-Democrat, Marysville, CA
Montgomery Advertiser, Montgomery, AL
New Haven Register, New Haven, CT 
The News & Observer, Raleigh, NC
Journal-News, Hamilton, OH
The Knoxville News-Sentinel Co., Knoxville, TN 
Columbus Ledger-Enquirer, Columbus, GA
The Sarasota Herald Tribune, Sarasota, FL
Log Cabin Democrat, Conway, AR
The Star-Ledger, Newark, NJ 
The Corvallis Gazette-Times, Corvallis, OR
Port Arthur News, Port Arthur, TX
Cumberland Times-News, Cumberland, MD
The Seattle Times, Seattle, WA
Hagerstown Herald-Mail, Hagerstown, MD
North Platte Telegraph, North Platte, NE
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HOW TO REACH US
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The Readership Institute
1007 Church St., Suite 500,
Evanston, IL 60201
847-491-9900; Fax: 847-467-5229
Email: institute@readership.org
Web site: www.readership.org

John Lavine
Director
Phone: 847-491-9900
Email: j-lavine@northwestern.edu

Mary Nesbitt
Managing Director
Phone: 847-467-4285
Email: mnesbitt@kwom.com




