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ABSTRACT

Data for this study were gathered as part of a
national survey of reading activities of adults. The study was
conducted by the Response Analysis Corporation of Princeton, N.J..A
national probability sample of 5,067 adults, age 16 or older, were
interviewed in their homes and asked about all the printed matter
they had read or looked at the previous day--this sample representing
69 percent of the total number of adults who were interviewed. Four
subsamples were also examined: blacks, whites, low-income blacks, and
low-income whites. A comparison of the reading habits of blacks and
whites in the general population indicates that the proportion of
white readers is greater than that of black readers in every type of
reading material. There is a larger racial difference in newspaper
reading than in any other form of reading; this difference exists
between all blacks and whites as well as between blacks and whites
who are poor. The results of the study indicate that newspapers are
not reaching a very large proportion of blacks, especially poor
blacks. Even among those blacks who do read newspapers, certain
sections such as editorials, women's and society pages, and regular
advertisements are read considerably less frequently than by whites. -
It is speculated that newspapers do not respond to blacks' needs -and

concerns to the extent that is done by other printed media such as
books and magazines. (Author)
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RACIAL DIFFERENCES IN NEWSPAPER READERSHIP
| Amiel T. Sharon

Educational Testing Service

Abstract

A national survey of the feading behavior of Blacks and Whites indicates

that there is a larger racial difference in newspa.per reading than in any

other form of reading. This difference exists between all Blacks and Whites

as well as between Blacks and W'hites who are poor. Proportionatély less

Blacks read newspa.pers and those 'Blacks who do read newspapers tend to omit

reading certain sections such as editoria.ls‘, ‘women's and s'ociety pages, and

regular ads. It is speculated that newspa.pefs do not respond to Blacks' needs -

and concerns to the extent that is done by other p_rinted media_.: such as books

or magazines.
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RACIAL DIFFERENCES IN NEWSPAPER READERSHIP
Amiel T. Sharon

' Educational Testing Service

Recent inves'tigations on mass communication with the urban poor, many of
whom are élacks s have focused en‘-the relative acceptanee of various types of
mass media by the poor and on the relationship between media use and demographic
and sociocpsychological factors such as race and alienation.. At least two gen- |
eral conclusions elnana,te from this research. The first is that msss media are
successful in reac‘ning a 1arge ‘proportion of the urban peor. The second is
‘that there is 1itt1e difference in media use by low-income Whites and Blacks.

The find:.ngs relat:Lng newspaper readersh:Lp to low-income city residents .

" are remarkably cons:Lstent. Blockl found that. nearly two-thirds of 1nner-city
residents of St. Lou:Ls » Missouri read or at 1east 1ook at a newspape1 almost
‘every day. Sargent and Stempel also ‘report that two-thirds of a group of
’rel:l.ef recip:l.ents in Athens ' Ohio read newspapers for ?0 mlnutes or more per day
in compa.rison to 75 per cent of the general population.‘ Greenberg and Derv:n.n3
'report that 65 per cent of low-income residents of Lansing, Michigan read a ':
newspaper every day in comparison to 77 per cent of the general population.
The picture that emerges from these surveys is that newspapers reach the urban

poor only to a slightly lower degree than they reach the general population.

lBlock, C.E. "Communicating with the Urban Poor; pan Exploratory Inquiry,"
Journalism Quarterly, 1970, 47, 3-1i.

2‘Sargent, S.W. and Stempel, G.H. "Poverty, Aliénation and Mass Media Use,"
Journalism Quarterly, 1968, 45, 325.

5 Greenberg, B. and Dervin, B. "Mass Communication Among the Urban Poor,"

Public Opinion Quarterly, 1970, 34, 224-235.
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Two of the foregoing studies also investigated racial differences in news-
~ paper reedership in low-incoﬁe sa:mples. ~ Block found‘that Neéroes d4i1l not essen-
tially differ in their newspaper reading behavior from. Wh;i.tes » while Gr’eenberg
and Dervin repo.rt that there was a greater difference in newspaper usage ‘oetween
~a low-income and a gener_a:]: population sample than between low-income Blacks and

Whites. Thus, race does not appear to be as potent_ as income in expla.inihg

‘newspaper reading among the urban poor. ‘ | | ' ; o
' Although the foregoing surveys of tnewspaper readership are consistent ih
their fihdings s generalizationsof‘ their results are hazardous beceuse the » ‘~ :

studies were limited to residents of threem_j.dw.estern'eities. A second limita-

A s

tion of previous surveys of readership is that they focused attention only on

/' a few of the salient mass media such as newspapers, magazines » books, television,

T IV AL

radio and»bphonographs. Ignored were the less e'asi'ly classifiable prihted media

such as writings or la.bels on pa.cl-iaged goods‘, biliboards s notices or ‘signs on
bullet:l.n boards s wr1tten :Lnstruct:l.ons s road s:|.gns , ete. In order to ga:l.n a
: better understand:l.ng of the newspa.per rea.d:l.ng behav:l.or of certa:Ln subgroups of

the populat:l.on, it 1s necessa.ry to exa.m:Lne all pr:mted med:l.a that are be:l.ng read

by these subgroups s not aust newspapers.. Thus , the purpose of th:|.s study was to
determine the extent to which newspapers, which are among the primary media of

mass communication, reach the Black minority of the population. 3

Method

The data for this study were gathered as part of a national survey of read-
Y ing activities of adults conducted by the Response Analysis Corporation of
Princeton, New Jersey. A national probability sample of 5,067 adults, age 16

or older » were interviewed in their homes in the-period of Aprii to November
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1971, and were asked about all the printed matter they had readl or looked at

on the previous day. This national sample representéd 69 per cent of the

total number of adults who were attemﬁted to be interviewed. Four nonmutually
) | iexclusive subéa.mples were examined in this study: Blacks, Whites, low-income

Blacks and low-income Whites. Several rele\fant descriptive statistics of these

four groups are presented in Table 1.
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At the start of each intefviéw, the respondent who stated that he could
read newspaper headlines in the English language (and was classified as a
reader) was asked for a tmmpletelist of his activities on the previous day.

By being aware of the general activities conducted by the respondent on the

pre‘vicvms .da.y (e.g. working, going'shopping_) , the interv:i.eweri couid probe for
'specific ?eading beﬁavior.s,' that had ta.ken‘ pia'ce ’ﬁ.ithin‘ the géneral.ll activities.
AZL'].. readéfé 'weré_askéd.whqlther 't‘h‘ey ha.d feadj nev;s;papers ,b .magazihes, books, or
‘nail on the previous day. Respondents who indicated that on the previous day
they had a meal, worked, worked around the house, were at school, traveled or
commuted, went shopping, engaged in club or church activities, attended
theater, game or event, or engaged in other recreational or free time activi-
ties were asked what they had read in the course of each of these general daily
activities. Thus, a highly detailed and comprehensive description of all printed
matter that is read or looked at during a day has been obtained.
wt Weighting of responses was conducted prior to analysis in order to compen-
sate for certain sampling biases. This statistical adjustment of the data gave

greater weight to persons in large households (because they had a smaller
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probability of being selected as respondents), to persons in high nonresponse
locations , and to males (because a slightly lower proportion of them were

interviewed than would be expectied from the census data).
Results

A comparison of the reading habits of Blacks and Whites in the general

population indicates that the proportion of White readers is greater than the

proportion of Black readers in every kind of reading material (Table 2). The‘

percentage difference in reading between the two racial groups is greater in ‘some

categories than in others.}‘+ The frequency of read:Lng at school, club, church

P

' activities , and theater is only slightly different for the two groups probably

-because a relativelJ small percentage of both races ‘engage in these act1v1+ies.

On the other hand, the 1argest percentage d:Lfference is in the reading of news-

: .papers, with _27.. Per,centvmore,Wh:Ltes than Blacks engaged.in.this type .of reading,

on a typical day.

Since one of the major discrepancies between Blacks and Whites is economic,
it was hypothesized that income rather than race would be a more potent variable
in explaining general reading behavior. A comparison of Blacks and Whites in

the same income range should presumably eliminate any effect which income may

have on rzading behavior.

Tests of statistical significance of the percentage differences were not
conducted because the large sample sizes would have made small and meaningless
differences statistically significant.

6
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All low-income Blacks and Whites were selected from the total sample for
the purpose of comparing general reading habits (Table 3). All individuals

in these two subsamples had an annual family income below $5,000. Again, more

Whites than Blacks read in every category except while at the theater, game or

.event and at school. The percentage differences of the two low-income groups

are somewhat smaller than the differences between the two racial groups in the

total sample suggnst::.ng that income does, in fact s have some influence on reading.

Nevertheless, the pattern of differences remains the same with the largest differ-

ence again in newspaper reading. These data indicate that race, independent of

"income, is a sign:l.ficant factor in readlng behavior, especially newspaper reading.

More detailed analyses of newspaper readership show that newspapers reach

Blacks to an even lesser degree than would be inferred from the simple Black-

.Wh:Lte percentage differences in newspaper reading shown 1n Tables 2 and 3.

,There are significant reading behav10r differences between those Blacks and

Whites who do read newspapers. Blacks read a median of 4.7 different parts of
the newspaper while Whites read an average of 6.2 parts. A comparison of the
percentage of newspaper readers in each racial group who read specific parts

is indicated in Table 4. Each newspaper part, with the exception of sports and

IV or radio program listings, is read by proportionately more Whites than Blacks.
The largest percentage difference is in the reading of editorials followed by

the reading of women's and society pages, then resular ads.
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The effect of race apart from income was analyzed by comparing the reader-
ship of different newspaper parts by low-income (annual income less than $5,000)
Blacks and Whites who read newspapers. This comparison is indicated in Table 5.

Surprisingly, the racial differences which exist in the general population become

magnified in the low-income samples. Again, this finding suggests that race

is a potent factor in newspaper readership.
Discussion

The meaning and effectvof.the racial differences in newspaper readership
are open to speculation.' Newspapers-may be read by'fewer‘Blacks than Whites
because of their 1ack‘of relevance to Blacksi needs and concerns.' On the
other hand, it must be noteithat books, magazines, and other forms of printed
matter are read by - almost as many Blacks as Whites. Why? Possibly because
‘ isome of these types of readings are not so-general as to ignore interests of
minorities. This interpretation is supported by the lower readership by Blacks
of editorials and women's and society pages. Neither of these parts is likely
to bring out issues or present information of concern to Blacks, especially
poor Blacks. There is no ready explanation for low readership of regular ads
by Blacks. This finding, however, suggests that Blacks place thenselves at a
disadvantage as consumers by depriving themselves of information concerning
the selection of goods and services. |

The results of this survey, showing that h9‘per cent of all Blacks and 36

per cent of low-income Blacks read newspapers, are markedly different from those

8
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of previous studies which found that two-thirds of low-income city residents
read thebdaily newspaper. The differences in the resultsvcould beiéccounted
for by the differences in the samples (this study was based on a national
sample while in each of the previous studies personé residing in ane city

were surveyed) and in the way the Questions about}newspaper reading were

- asked.

The finding that there are large differences in the newspaper reading be-
havior of Blacks and Whites is inconsistent with one previous study5 which
showed no such racial difference. Again, sample and method differences between

the two studies could account for the appaient inconsistency.
Summary and Cohclusions

A nationél survey of the reading béhavior of Blacks and Whites indicates

that thére is a 1afgervra¢ial differenée in newspaper reading than in any other

form of reading. This difference,existsvbetweeh all Blacks and Whités as

‘well as betweén Blécks and_Whites'who'afevﬁoor;

.. The results of this study indicate that newspaperé are ndtlreaching~a-
very large number of Blacks, especially poor Blacks. Even among those Blacks who
do read newspapers certain sections such as editorials, women's and society pages,
and regular ads are read considerably less frequently than by Whites. It is
speculated that newspapers do not respond to Blacks' needs and concerns to the

extent that is done by other printed media such as books and magazines.

5Block, op. cit.
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Table 1
Comparison of Four Study Groups on Relevant
Demographic Variables (in percentages)
’ : ‘ . Low-Incomea Low-Incomea
: Whites Blacks . Whites Blacks
: (N=4465) (N=470) (N=1055) (N=249)
it ' ‘
4 Age 30 and older | 69% - 66% 6% 1%
- High school
¥ education or : ' 3
wore . 61 % % 20
| Annual family .
, income of $10,000 : L L L , .
- - or higher kg ' 11 : 0 0 v g
A Administrative or : ‘ .
professional occu- ' = o ' v ' {
pations - ‘ L 2 T 6 - ' 1 - 31 '
®Annual family iri}c’ome less than $5,_000' _ ; |
3
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Table 2 o .

General Reading Habits of Blacks and Whites

' N ) Type of ° Percent White Percent Black )
Reading - (N=hL65) (N=l70) - Difference

Newspapers } 76 | : hé : -
Magazines | 4o .29 , 11
] Books | | o 25 | 9

Mail ) . Sk ‘ 4] | : 13

oy T R TN

Meals T o3 12

At work R 6 8

T c - —-

‘Woxjking ar_dund house 48 _ : 3L o 11{
At 's,chooll S 5 ‘ b o 1

"I‘raveling or | : '
commuting o ‘ 71 B -

- Shopping . ‘ 54 R 25 o , 9

'Club, Church , ‘ : ' ’
activities o _ 11 L 8

u

; Theater, game,
' event 5 1 4

Recreation, free
time . 55 43 12
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Table 3
General Reading Habits of Low-Income Blacks and Whites
' Type of Percent White Percent Black

Reading (N=1055) (N=249) Difference

Newspapers 61 36 25
Magazines 31 21 10
ooks o 25 2
Mail . 46 3k 12
Meals 33 28 5
At work 15 10 5
Working around i
house 43 35 8 |
( At school 3 5 -2 |
i Traveling or commuting 49 by 2
‘ Shopping ' 27 24 3
‘ Club, Church
‘ activities 8 T 1
1 Theater, game,
: event 2 2 0]
g Recreation, free
E) time 46 41 5
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Reading of Different Newspaper Parts by Blacks and Whites
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Table 4

Who Read Newspapers

Newspaper Percent White Percent Black

Part (N=3342) (N=223) Difference
Main news 91 87 L
Local news 75 71 L
Women's and society

pages 51 32 19
Sports 48 56 -8
Editorials 55 29 o4
Financial & business 31 18 13
Comics 50 4o 10
Classified ads 41 33 8
Regular ads 4o 31 18
. TV or radio program
listings 36 4o -6
Magazine section 17 12 5
Movie & book reviews 22 19 3
Obituaries 10 7 3
i
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Table 5

Reading of Different Newspaper Parts by Low-Income Blacks and Whites

Who Read Newspapers

Newspaper Percent White Percent Black
Part . (N=659) (N=90) Difference

Main news Q0 79 11

-

Local news ' 13 65 8

Women's & society

pages kg -
Sports 38 45
Editorials 20
Financial & business 15
Comics )
Classified ads
Regular ads

TV or radio program
listings

Magazine section
Movie & book reviews

Obituaries




