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The Courage to Compete
It’s long been a tradition and badge of 
honor among journalists to accept their 
role as the targets of the slings and 
arrows of the public, politicians and the 
business community. Journalists have 
willingly crashed the gates of propriety 
and power to reveal the facts we all 
deserve to know and to shine a light of 
truth on those who would mislead or use 
their position to exploit or to seek gain 
unfairly, unethically and/or illegally.

According to a September 2016 Gallup 
poll, Americans’ trust and confidence 
in mass media “to report the news 
fully, accurately and fairly” declined to 
its lowest point, or 32%. Keep in mind, 
however, that this was just when the 
2016 presidential campaign was starting 
its final push.

Now, amidst the various controversies 
engulfing the Trump administration, 
journalists and the news media have 
had to prove their courage again by 
publishing and broadcasting stories 
that receive unprecedented and 
candidly phrased pushback from Mr. 
Trump and his administration, enrage 
his supporters and unnerve even the 
Republicans in Congress.

Ironically, the current situation in the 
Trump administration and Washington, 
DC in general has caused journalists 
to rise to the occasion with high-quality 
reporting. The public’s demand for the 
facts and their underlying truths has led, 
for example, to 132,000 new subscribers 
of the print and digital editions of The 
New York Times during the first three 
weeks after the November election.

As long as newspapers still have 
seasoned and courageous journalists 
in the newsroom and on the beat, 
newspapers will be able to compete 
with all other news outlets on content. 
It’s the distribution of the news where 
newspapers have also had to show 
the courage to compete, but it’s also 
the weakest link in newspapers’ entire 
business model. 

This Special Report from Media Group 
Online Inc. examines the current state 
of the newspaper medium and whether 
it will be able to compete during the 
coming years.
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Circulation 
Devastation
In its latest State of the News Media 
reports (June 2016), Pew Research 
Center found that the improvement in 
daily and Sunday newspaper circulation 
at the end of September 2013 has 
evaporated. The 2013 numbers turned 
negative again at the end of September 
2014, at -3.3% for both daily and Sunday, 
and accelerated at the end of December 
2015, to -6.7% and -4.2%, respectively.

Undoubtedly, what is contributing to 
these continually declining numbers 
is that the newspaper business is still 
heavily reliant on circulation of the 
printed edition. Pew reports that during 
2015, 78% of weekday circulation and 
86% of Sunday circulation was the 
printed version of papers.

If moving from a print to a digital 
distribution model is the strategy that 
publishers think will save their papers, 
then the most current readership 
penetration numbers show there hasn’t 
been much movement. In search of an 
upside, newspapers can find some 
solace in the Nielsen Scarborough 
research that revealed newspapers 
reached 69% of the US population 
during any particular month.

Newspaper Readership by 
Platform, 2016

Platform Percent

Print exclusive 51%

Print/Web/Mobile 14%

Print/Web 10%

Web/Mobile 8%

Print/Mobile 6%

Mobile exclusive 6%

Web exclusive 5%
Nielsen, December 2016

 

The Difficulties of the 
Digital Environment
Unfortunately, the decreases in daily 
and Sunday circulation of the printed 
editions were greater than the increases 
in digital circulation, or daily, 2%, and 
Sunday, 4%.

Another difficulty newspapers face in the 
digital environment is that many people 
may discover individual news stories in 
a newspaper’s digital edition during an 
online search, but are not necessarily 
a subscriber of either the newspaper’s 
print or digital editions. 

The penetration numbers to the left are 
based on people self-reporting that 
they read a newspaper’s print or digital 
editions during the past 30 days. It 
doesn’t include those random searchers 
or people clicking on a news story link in 
an email or from social media. Additional 
Pew Research has found that “most 
people who read an article on a Website 
do not read any other articles on that site 
during a given month.”

Newspapers are also faced with the 
challenge that it is primarily older 
generations that are print newspaper 
readers while younger generations are 
digital newspaper readers.

Newspaper Readership 
by Platform and 
Generation, 2016

Generation Print Digital

Generation Z 5% 6%

Millennials 20% 32%

Generation X 21% 28%

Baby Boomers 37% 28%

Greatest 
Generation 17% 5%

Nielsen, December 2016
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In Search of 
Revenues
Since 2013 was the last year the 
Newspaper Association of America 
(NAA) reported total industry revenues, 
an accurate assessment of subsequent 
annual revenues is challenging. 

Pew Research Center relies on the 
revenues of publicly traded newspaper 
companies, which must report their 
revenues by law, but only represent 
approximately 25% of all US daily 
newspapers. Pew states that, for these 
newspapers, ad revenues decreased 
7.8% during 2015, which is the largest 
decline since the recession year of 2009, 
or -26.6%. 

During 2015, 25% of total ad revenue 
for these publicly traded newspaper 
companies were generated in the digital 
channel, which would appear to be a 
good sign. To the contrary, however, as 
five of these companies that reported 
non-digital and digital ad revenues for 
2014–2015, non-digital decreased 9.9% 
and digital decreased 1.7%. Whatever 
gains (or smaller decreases) in digital 
ad revenues were more than offset by 
the significant decrease in non-digital 
ad revenues.

The PwC Global Entertainment and 
Media Outlook: 2016–2020 report 
provides another picture of newspaper 
revenues, as compared to other media. 
Note that of all the media in the table 
above, PwC projects newspaper as the 
only US advertising medium to register a 
decrease during the period.

Losing Local  
Digital Dollars
Borrell Associates provides another view 
of newspapers’ digital ad revenue in 
its 2017 Update: Benchmarking Local 
Media’s Digital Revenues. In its first 
report of this kind for 2002, Borrell found 
that local media companies sold 75% of 
all digital advertising in their markets – 
and most of this revenue was generated 
from banner ads on newspaper and TV 
Websites. Fast-forward 15 years and it’s 
now only 18%, which is still $12 billion; 
and newspapers are doing better than 
other local media.

Digital Ad Revenue 
Share, by Local Media, 
2017

Medium Share

National digital pureplay 82%

Daily newspapers 8%

Directory companies 3%

TV 2%

Radio 1%

Other local media 4%
Borrell Associates, May 2017

US Advertising Media Market Sizes, 2016 vs. 2020
Advertising Medium 2016 2020 % Change Digital Portion 2020

Internet $68.1 B $93.5 B +37.2%

TV $73.0 B $81.7 B +11.9% $5.4 B

Radio $17.8 B $18.4 B +3.4% $1.8 B

Consumer magazine $16.8 B $16.8 B 0.00% $9.2 B

Newspaper $18.8 B $14.9 B -20.7% $5.7 B

Out-of-home $9.2 B $10.9 B +18.5% $5.7 B

Trade magazine $4.6 B $4.7 B +2.2% $5.0 B

Cinema $0.9 B $0.9 B 0.00% $2.4 B
MarketingCharts (PwC Global Entertainment and Media Outlook: 2016–2020), June 2016
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News for a Price
A number of bright spots for the 
newspaper industry comes from findings 
of the Media Insight Project, an initiative 
of the American Press Institute and the 
Associated Press-NORC Center for 
Public Affairs Research.

Of all people who pay to access news 
content, 54% subscribe to newspapers. 
In addition, more newspaper subscribers 
think it is important to be well informed 
than subscribers of other news sources 
and they are more likely to subscribe to 
additional publications.

Other News Publications 
for Which Newspaper 
Subscribers Pay, 
February–March 2017

News Publication Percent

Newspaper print version 84%

Magazine print version 57%

Both newspaper print and 
digital versions 38%

Digital-only  
newspaper version 28%

Smartphone/tablet  
news apps 27%

Digital news site 22%

Print or digital newsletter 21%

Both magazine print and 
digital versions 20%

Public television 18%

Digital-only  
magazine version 16%

Other non-profit journalism 13%

Public radio 12%
American Press Institute, May 2017

Most Important Benefits of Paying for News Sources, 
February–March 2017

Benefits
Newspaper 
Subscribers

Other News 
Subscribers

I like the coupons or discounts 46% 18%

I have access to print in addition to digital content 35% 19%

I have access to content that is only available to 
paying customers 35% 37%

I feel good about contributing to the  
news organization 31% 28%

It gives me access to events sponsored by the 
news organization 19% 15%

I have access to giveaways or other benefits only 
available to subscribers 15% 9%

I like access to an unlimited  
number of digital stories 14% 15%

American Press Institute, May 2017

Not surprisingly, 70% of older adults, or 
those 65+, who pay for news subscribe 
to a newspaper. The percentage 
declines as the age brackets become 
younger: 50–64, 52%; 35–49, 46%; and 
18–34, 46%.

The American Press Institute 
research also reveals that newspaper 
subscribers are more likely than other 
news subscribers to have been long-
term subscribers.

How Long News Subscribers Have Been 
Paying for News Sources, February–March 2017

Time Period Within Subscription Was Purchased
Newspaper 
Subscribers

Other News 
Subscribers

3 months or less 11% 23%

6 months 5% 5%

Last year 11% 16%

2 to 5 years 19% 24%

5 or more years 53% 27%
American Press Institute, May 2017

As has been the case for decades, the biggest benefit of being a newspaper 
subscriber is the coupons or discounts.
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Is Digital a Dead End?
An insightful scholarly paper published 
during summer 2016 concluded 
that newspaper may have made an 
enormous error in business judgment 
during the past 20 years when so many 
editors and publishers decided that they 
should switch from the print delivery 
channel to the digital delivery channel. 

After all, as noted on page 2 of this 
Special Report, 51% of all newspaper 
readership still occurs in the printed 
version. The paper’s authors revealed 
in their exhaustive research that very 
few of 51 major US newspapers studied 
had more online readers during 2016, 
compared to 2007. Worse yet, more than 
50% had fewer online readers than they 
did during 2011.

More telling, the research found that 
despite a decline in total print newspaper 
readership, newspaper readers didn’t 
replace the printed edition with the digital 
edition. More people are obtaining their 
news from the Internet, but their sources 
are news aggregators, such as Yahoo 
News, Google News and CNN.com as 
well as “national” online-only sources, 
such as BuzzFeed, Huffington Post, Vox 
and Breitbart.

The Young to the 
Rescue
If (and that’s a big IF) newspapers can be 
patient, then younger adult consumers 
of news may rescue newspapers’ online 
strategy. According to an early-2016 
Pew Research Center report, younger 
Americans actually prefer to read the 
news – and on the Internet, specifically 
– more than adults 65+ (who prefer to 
watch the news).

Americans’ Preference for 
Reading, Watching and 
Listening to the News, by 
Age Group, 2016

Age 
Group Reading Watching Listening

18–29 42% 38% 19%

30–49 40% 39% 20%

50–64 29% 52% 17%

65+ 27% 58% 10%
Pew Research Center, October 2016

 

Of course, newspapers must create 
content and other incentives to draw 
young adults from Facebook, where more 
than 80% obtain their news regularly and 
more than 50% daily. 

Where Adults 18–29 Prefer to Read, 
Watch and Listen to News, 2016
News Preference Reading Watching Listening

Newspaper 10%

Online 81% 37% 30%

TV 57% 10%

Radio 49%
Pew Research Center, October 2016
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Newspaper 
Readers’ 
Local TV News 
Preferences
Page 5 of this Special Report details 
where adults, by age group, prefer to 
read, watch and listen to news. Data 
from The Media Audit, however, allows 
a much more granular examination, for 
example, on which local network affiliate 
TV stations newspaper readers watch 
the 6–7 pm news hour.

The following data compares the five 
weekday average of adults 18+ of The 
Washington Post and The Toledo Blade, 
and visitors to their Websites during the 
past month to the four local network 
affiliates (NBC, ABC, CBS and Fox) and 
the PBS stations.

A similar table of data for The Toledo Blade reveals significantly different results.

Compared to Washington, DC and The Washington Post, the CBS and ABC affiliates 
in Toledo dominated among adults 18+ who read The Toledo Blade and visited its 
Website and watched the 6–7 pm news hour.

Average Persons and Ratings of 6–7 PM News Hour on 
Local TV Stations Among Adults 18+ Who Read The 
Washington Post and Visited Its Website During the Past 
Month, 2017

TV Station

Read The Washington Post
Visited Website  

During Past Month

Avg. Persons Avg. Rating Avg. Persons Avg. Rating

WRC (NBC) 595,898 33.5% 546,347 25.6%

WTTG (Fox) 573,247 32.3% 551,265 25.8%

WUSA (CBS) 549,941 31.0% 515,014 24.1%

WJLA (ABC) 498,052 28.0% 550,764 25.8%

WETA (PBS) 264,542 14.9% 295,636 13.8%
Based on The Media Audit’s winter 2017 Washington, DC survey

Two insights are evident from the data above:

• The four commercial TV stations 
garner essentially the same average 
rating among adults 18+ who watched 
the 6–7 pm news hour and read The 
Washington Post and/or visited its 
Website during the past month. 

• More adults 18+ who read The 
Washington Post watched the 6–7 pm 
news hour on WRC, WTTG and WUSA; 
however, more adults 18+ who visited 
The Washington Post Website during 
the past month watched the 6–7 pm 
news hour on WJLA and WETA.

Average Persons and Ratings of 6–7 PM News Hour on 
Local TV Stations Among Adults 18+ Who Read The 
Toledo Blade and Visited Its Website During the Past 
Month, 2017

TV Station

Read The Toledo Blade
Visited Website  

During Past Month

Avg. Persons Avg. Rating Avg. Persons Avg. Rating

WTOL (CBS) 114,600 49.6% 97,026 41.9%

WTVG (ABC) 110,044 47.6% 94,979 41.0%

WNWO (NBC) 91,278 39.5% 67,076 29.0%

WUPW (Fox) 70,281 30.4% 50,954 22.0%

WGTE (PBS) 43,743 18.9% 34,147 14.8%
Based on The Media Audit’s winter 2017 Toledo, OH survey
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Advantage 
Alternatives
Often overlooked in an examination of the 
current state of the newspaper industry 
are the advantages alternative, or weekly, 
newspapers offer advertisers. Generally, 
the readership of metro weeklies skew 
much younger and are more ethnically 
diverse than the metro dailies and 
deliver the elusive young male audience 
and young adults with higher incomes 
and educational attainment. 

Weekly newspapers create this 
advantage with more entertainment 
content as well as exceptional journalism 
on “alternative” topics and stories 
compared to dailies’ “mainstream” 
news reporting. 

A comparison of the Minneapolis 
Star-Tribune and City Pages from The 
Media Audit’s winter 2017 survey of 
the Minneapolis-St. Paul GMA supports 
this premise. City Pages delivers 16.8% 
of adults 18–34, with an income of 
$100,000+ while the Star Tribune is only 
a bit more than half, at 8.9%.

The comparisons are similar for the Denver Post and Westworld.

Although the Denver Post delivers a large percentage of young adults 18–24, 
Westworld’s 85.7% of adults 25–34 is much more valuable to advertisers. Many in the 
younger age range are likely still in college and/or don’t have a degree and, therefore, 
less of an income while those 25–34 are more likely to have the disposable incomes for 
the entertainment venues and young-adult products heavily advertised in Westworld.

Adults 18–34, $100K+ Income, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Winter 2017

Metric
Star-Tribune City Pages

Target % Index Target % Index

Men 46.9% 89 62.8% 120

Women 53.1% 111 37.2% 77

European American 71.6% 91 56.6% 72

Hispanic American 3.7% 30 17.2% 141

Asian American 24.7% 310 26.3% 329

Income: $200K+ * * 10.5% 72

College degree 17.7% 56 26.4% 83

Advanced degree 35.8% 154 44.1% 190
Based on The Media Audit’s winter 2017 Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN survey *insufficient data

Adults 18–34, $100K+ Income, Denver, Winter 2017
Metric

Denver Post Westworld

Target % Index Target % Index

Men 52.0% 92 81.4% 144

Women 48.0% 109 18.6% 42

Adults 18–20 20.5% 80 * *

Adults 21–24 36.1% 292 14.4% 116

Adults 25–34 43.4% 69 85.7% 137

European American 81.5 124 58.0% 89

Hispanic American 18.5% 56 42.0% 127

Income: $200K+ 30.0% 146 49.7% 242

Advanced degree 3.8% 26 21.1% 144
Based on The Media Audit’s winter 2017 Denver, CO survey *insufficient data
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The Robot 
Journalist
The downward spiral of the newspaper 
industry, as would be expected in any 
shrinking industry, has resulted in the 
loss of half the jobs, from 411,800 people 
during January 2011 to 173,709 during 
September 2016.

If the current circulation and advertising 
revenue trends continue, then even more 
jobs are likely to disappear – and now 
we’re on the brink of artificial intelligence 
(AI) and robotics affecting a broad 
spectrum of jobs, including, no doubt, 
journalists in all media. The effect may 
not be as bad as some think, however. 

According to Automated Insights, 
Inc., a company that has developed a 
patented Wordsmith natural language 
generation (NLG) platform, AI and 
robotics are more likely to benefit 
newspapers and journalists in general 
by “streamlining some of the more 
mundane data-driven tasks.” 

Automated Insights thinks there are 
three quite positive advantages of AI for 
newspapers/journalists.

• Reach – Publishers will be able to 
include more content that involves 
many statistics, such as sports, 
economics, etc., for which it 
would be too expensive and time-
consuming for humans to process 
and produce.

• Depth – AI will be able to process 
much more data and much quicker 
than humans, so journalists could 
spend much more of their time 
finding trends and insights, which 
would enhance their reporting.

• Speed – Personalization of the 
content can be performed in just 
seconds. NLG software makes it 
possible to generate millions of 
different articles, each delivered 
to an individual or a small group of 
individuals versus a single article 
that must be written in general terms 
to appeal to a million readers.

Although the newspaper industry may 
continue to shrink, AI and robotics are 
likely to allow the journalists, publishers 
and newspapers that survive to do a 
better job of reporting – faster and with 
more accuracy. The courage to adapt 
to these technologies could make 
newspapers more competitive and allow 
them to thrive.

Sources: Gallup Website, 5/17; Media Life 
Magazine Website, 5/17; Pew Research 
Center Website, 5/17; Nielsen Website, 5/17; 
Statista Website, 5/17; MarketingCharts 
Website, 5/17; Borrell Associates Website, 
5/17; American Press Institute Website, 5/17; 
Politico Website, 5/17; The Atlantic Website, 
5/17; News Media Alliance Website, 5/17; 
Mashable Website, 5/17; The Media Audit 
Website, 5/17.
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