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“It’s just not right.”

Former Mayor Carty Finkbeiner, a commentator for Toledo, Ohio, television station

WTVG gets on his high horse every Monday night and proclaims that something or somebody is

“just not right.”

If he commented on the newspaper readership situation among young adults in the

United States, I believe he would similarly proclaim that it, too, is “just not right.” But the rise of

the mini-dailies and the mini-weeklies may be making it “right” again. Read on.

Young adults regularly pay $100 a month or more for digital cable or satellite

television service that includes movies and time-shifting capabilities.

Young adults are paying $100 to $300 for a little gizmo called an iPod so they can

listen to their music and other recorded items – even news — whenever and wherever they want.

Young adults are paying $100 a month or more for cell phones that not only let

them talk to their friends but also send and receive text and video.

Young adults are paying $30-50 a month for DSL lines to connect to their hundreds to

thousands of dollars’ worth of computer gear that includes video linkups, game connections and

maybe even access to gambling and porn sites.

Young adults are paying upwards of $100 for satellite radio receivers and $13 a

month or more for programming while they are in their cars and homes.

Yet those same young adults assiduously refuse to reach in their pockets and pull

out a lousy two quarters to buy a copy of a daily newspaper or six to eight quarters to buy the

Sunday ink-on-paper product.

What is the matter with these kids? It’s just not right!



Is it the parents’ fault? Studies show that 50 percent or so of the young adults’

parental units are regular newspaper readers. It used to be that kids got the newspaper

readership habit from their parents. Not any more. Only about one third to one fifth of the kids

are chips off the old newspaper-reading parents’ block. Of course, the parents did not have the

cell phone, DSL, computer, iPod and other electronic distractions.

Is it the schools’ fault? About 75 percent of high schools have a student newspaper and

that percentage appears to have fallen from upwards of 85 percent a few years ago. Fewer than

30 percent of high schools that do have student newspapers have a teacher-adviser who is

qualified to teach journalism and that percentage appears to be falling. Why the decline? The

papers are victims of budget cuts and of principals, superintendents and school boards afraid of

criticism and emboldened by the Hazelwood decision that permits censorship. Some schools are

doing away with yearbooks as well.

On the other hand, Newspapers-in-Education (NIE) remains a strong program that can

increase future circulation and readership by as much as 5 percent. Recent studies show that

young people tend to get the newspaper reading habit during ages 12-14. Yet at least one major

newspaper, The Baltimore Sun, reportedly has cancelled its NIE program.

A few hundred colleges and universities have copied the Dailies-in-Dorms program

pioneered by Penn State University in 1997. Student newspapers remain popular on college

campuses though readership of those free products appears to be slipping at universities with

which I am familiar.

The newspaper industry has pumped a ton of money into school-based programs over the

years with some success, yet the trendline of declining readership, especially among young-adult



readers, continues unabated. Sit at a table with newspaper journalists these days and you hear the

same depressing refrain: Our readers are leaving and we can’t seem to get them back, and the

young adults are fundamentally rejecting us, having never given us a chance. How much longer

can the newspaper industry sustain these losses before papers start going out of business?

Now let’s get beyond what young adults should do. Of course, they should read

newspapers. They should take the time to be fully informed about what is going on around them

so they can make intelligent decisions at the polls and about their lives and be good citizens.

They should eat their spinach, too, but they don’t. What are we to do?

Here’s what we know. We know that young adults love the Web. It has been said

that they live on the Web. Most, but not all, newspapers make some if not all of

their content available on the Web for free. We know that most of the news and

information content that young adults get is from the Web, and that they get a substantial but

lesser amount from cable/satellite TV. We know that young adults favor Google and Yahoo! as

entry points to the Web along with cable/satellite TV brand sites such as CNN.com,

MSNBC.com and ESPN.com. Newspaper sites such as newyorktimes.com,

washingtonpost.com and usatoday.com get some young-adult action but much less than

the previously mentioned ones.

Web site advertising and paid search advertising, while growing, are not adding

enough to the bottom line of newspapers – about 3 percent of revenue these days — to make up

for the current and future loss of circulation and advertising revenue caused by the defection of

young adults from print newspapers. Maybe someday newspaper Web site revenue will be

substantial enough to offset print losses, but that appears unlikely in the near future.



We also know that young adults will read the print newspaper product under certain

circumstances. Despite some slippage, free college newspapers are still popular with students

(and advertisers catering to them). Interestingly, students rarely read their campus newspaper

online, suggesting that the student newspaper’s content displayed online is not compelling to the

typical undergrad.

We know that alternative free weekly newspapers such as the New Times and Village

Voice publications in big and medium-sized cities around the country are picked up by millions

of young adults and are fat with advertisements.

We know that the Dailies-In-Dorms program — where papers are picked up free by

students — caused a sevenfold increase in newspaper readership at Penn State when inaugurated

in 1997. USA Today, the New York Times, and the Centre Daily Times, and the Daily Collegian

enjoyed the spike in readership. Yet only a few hundred campuses have implemented the

Dailies-in-Dorms program. Student newspaper advisers who fear the loss of readership and

advertising revenue appear to be their biggest opponents — so much for the advisers’ belief in

the benefit of a fully informed student body and a wide dissemination of news and comment that

the Dailies-in-Dorms program provides.

We further know that the mini-dailies aimed at young adults, originated by the metro

folks in several European cities and that hit Boston and Philadelphia commuters five years ago,

are sweeping the country. Two were started in Chicago in fall 2002, followed by Washington,

D.C., New York, and Dallas. And mini-weeklies are springing up in cities like Miami, Cincinnati

and Rochester. The mini-dailies (Monday through Friday) and the mini-weeklies (once a week)

have the same characteristics: they’re free and tabloid size, they have shorter, punchier stories,



lots of color and more graphics and pictures, and they’re full of news that young adults are

interested in (sweets) along with some stuff they should be interested in (spinach).

With more than one million copies of the mini-dailies being distributed daily

already and several hundred thousand copies of the mini-weeklies going out, the

readership of the minis more than offsets the loss of readership that traditional paid daily

newspapers are experiencing. This is the great underreported positive development in the

newspaper industry today. If advertising follows, the magic key to reversing the skid of the

newspaper industry will have been found. We appear to be so used to reporting bad news about

ourselves that we have overlooked the good.

Another related development is the rise of the free, targeted upscale home-

delivered tabloid newspaper aimed at upscale young adults. Billionaire Philip Anschutz of

Denver bought the old San Francisco Examiner and made it the free Examiner. Then he

purchased a string of suburban newspapers in Washington, D.C., and made them a second

Examiner that is delivered free to a quarter of a million upscale households in the DC suburbs.

Anschutz owns the rights to the Examiner name in 60 other U.S. cities. In Toledo, Ohio, a free

general interest newspaper called the Toledo Free Press was started in March 2005. (Disclosure:

I write a column and an occasional news feature for the paper.)

So the sea change in the newspaper industry may well be under way. The change is from

a largely paid circulation model to a largely free distribution model. This will cost you billions in

circulation revenue, not all of which can be made up by advertising revenue, but it will keep the

newspaper industry in business for as far as the eye can see.  And both the news and advertising

needs of the public will be better served because of this “free” development. 



Distribution of newspaper products to people who are not interested and to those who

lack sufficient economic well-being to be of interest to advertisers will be curtailed (such as

Anschutz is doing in Washington, D.C.). People who get the paper on their doorstep largely will

be the ones advertisers are seeking.

Remember, the premier advantage of newspapers over every other

advertising medium has always been the efficient, relatively inexpensive ability to place a print

package of news and advertising on the doorsteps of a desirable audience. Call it force-feeding if

you will, but no other advertising medium can do the job. There are no spam blockers and

immediate delete keys on people’s doorsteps and apartment mail slots.

Today “it is just not right.” But over the next few years, you will manage this

transition and make it “right,” not just for young adults but for all adults. The country

always has depended on a Free Press. Now that the magic key has been found, it will come to

depend on a Free Free Press.

(Editorial assistance was provided by Prof. Tim Boudreau of Central Michigan

University.)



SELECTED REFERENCES

Bakker, Piet. “Free Daily Newspapers: the reinvention of the newspaper,” University of Amsterdam School

of Communication Research, No. 7, May 2005.

Baron, Ed. “Lessons from Abroad,” presstime, pp. 26-31, November 2001.

Boczkowski, Pablo J. “Redefining the News Online,” USC Annenberg Online Journalism Review, Feb. 6,

2004.

Bressers, Bonnie, and Lori Bergen. “Internet Use and Internet Preferences of College Students,”

Newspaper Division paper presentation, AEJMC 2000 Convention Abstracts.

Brown, Merrill. “Abandoning the News,” Carnegie Reporter, Vol. 3, No. 2, Spring 2005.

Callahan, Patricia. “Student Papers Resist Gannett’s Campus Foray,” Wall Street Journal, pp. B1, B4. Feb.

21, 2002.

Chisholm, Jim. “Advent of free newspapers poses risks, rewards,” Newspapers & Technology, May 2005.

Curley, Tom. “Lessons Worth Learning About Young Readers,” Nieman Reports, pp. 16-17, Winter 2003.

Dash, Eric. “Newspapers’ Circulation Still Going Down,” New York Times, May 3, 2005.

Dotinga, Randy. “Newspapers struggle to avoid their own obit,” Christian Science Monitor, April 25, 2005.

Dvorak, Jack. Telephone interview with Indiana University journalism professor, June 2005.

Fitzgerald, Mark. “College Rivalries: As newspaper readership programs spread to more campuses, some

college papers stiffen their resistance,” Editor & Publisher, May 6, 2005.

----- “J-Prof: Chicago ‘Red” Papers Succeeding,” Editor & Publisher, April 13, 2005.

Freudenheim, Milt. “Abroad, The Wall Street Journal Will Be a Tabloid,” New York Times, May 9, 2005.

Fulbright, Leslie. “Knight Ridder introduces new free daily in East Bay,” SFGate.com, May 11, 2005.

“Future of the First Amendment: What America’s High School Students Think About Their Freedoms.”

The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation. David Yalof and Kenneth Dautrich, principal investigators, January

2005.

Gatlin, Greg. “Students have lessons for future of U.S. media,” BostonHerald.com, May 5, 2005.

Gipson, Melinda. “Online Newspaper Readership Gains,” presstime, April 2005, p. 60.

Hartman, John K. “Free, Accessible May Attract Young Adults to Read Newspapers,” Newspaper Division

paper presentation, AEJMC Southeast Regional Colloquium, University of South Florida, March 2004.



----- “Mini-Dailies Find Niche Among Chicago College Students, Newspaper Division paper presentation,

AEJMC Southeast Regional Colloquium, University of Georgia, March 2005.

----- “Solving Some Mysteries About the Habits of the Young,” Nieman Reports, pp. 14-16, Winter 2003 .

----- The USA TODAY Way 2 The Future, Stipes Publishing L.L.C., Campaign, Ill., and John K. Hartman,

Bowling Green, O., 2000, pp. 118-129

Johnson, Peter. “Website turns the page,” USA Today, March 1, 2005.

Johnson, Steve. “Next Brit invasion; Tabloidization?,” Chicago Tribune, Nov. 12, 2004.

Jurkowitz, Mark. “Newspapers are scrutinizing radical methods of The Examiner,” Boston Globe, May 2,

2005.

Knowles, Joe. “Drawing Young Urban Commuters to a New Tabloid,” Nieman Reports, pp. 27-29, Winter

2003

Lindsay, Greg. “Better ‘Red’ Than Dead? Maybe newspapers aren’t in such bad shape after all, at least if

you’re willing to count their bastard offspring, the ‘mini-dailies’,” Business2.0, May 12, 2005.

Lozada, Marlene. “USA TODAY Readership Program takes top spot,” p. 16, Gannetteer, July/August

2000.

Madore, James T. “At Some Schools, They Still Read All About it,” Newsday, Feb. 3, 2003.

----- “Another Free Daily in D.C.,” Newsday, Feb. 2, 2005.

----- “Why Won’t Johnny Read? If you’re 18 to 34 and reading this, your secret’s safe with us. Many young

adults are rejecting the traditional news media,” Newsday, Feb. 3, 2003.

McHugh, William. Conversations with former publisher of Mt. Pleasant, Mich., Morning Sun, March-May,

2005.

Moses, Lucia. “Youth must be served … but how?,” Editor & Publisher, pp. 12-

22, June 3, 2002.

Munoz, Olivia. “New York Times edict to keep it short proves popular with editors, ASNE Reporter, April

14, 2005.

Neuharth, Al. “What’s in the future for your newspaper?,” USA Today, April 15, 2005. p. 21A.

“New York Times Finishes Tabloid Stake Purchase.” Associated Press, March 11, 2005.



Palmeri, Christopher. “Media Wildcatter: Anschutz is bringing his contrarian style to newspapers and

films,” Business Week, April 25, 2005, pp. 100-101.

“Paper-Based vs. Online Newspapers.” Literature and the Internet, Jan. 30, 2005.

Pfanner, Eric. “British Papers Stem Losses, But the Reader Grows Fickle,” New York Times, Feb. 28,

2005, p. C6.

Rodriguez, Rick. “Readership: Forget what you know,” The American Editor, pp. 4-8, 34, May-June 2001

Saba, Jennifer. “Prudential Study Notes Steep Declines in ‘Quality’ Circ,” Editor & Publisher, March 11,

2005.

Schmich, Mary. “Newspapers: Getting where we need to go,” Chicago Tribune, April 7, 2005.

Seelye, Katharine. “Can Papers End the Free Ride? Publishers Face the Risky Economics of Charging

Online,” New York Times, March 14, 2005, pp C1, C4.

----- “The News Is Big. It’s the papers That Are Getting Small.” New York Times, March 21, 2005, pp. C1,

C7.

Sideman, Alysha. “Sites Try Free Access to Lure Young Readers,” presstime, April 2005, p. 60.

Smith, Adam. “The Rise Of The Free Press,” Time Europe, May 23, 2005.

Stepp, Carl Sessions. “Signs of Progress” from “Journalism and Public Trust,” American Journalism

Review, 2001.

Strupp, Joe. “After 2 Months, D.C. ‘Examiner’ Publisher Leaves to Start Free Daily, Editor & Publisher,

April 5, 2005.

----- “PSU’s Paper Deal Expands,” Editor & Publisher, pp. 10-11, Sept. 4, 2000.

Sutel, Seth. “Authors Worry About Journalism,” Associated Press via Yahoo!, March 29, 2002.

“Teens Talk Back.” presstime, p. 45, February 2001.

Temple, John. “Speaking to a new, digital generation,” Rocky Mountain News, April 23, 2005.

Vane, Sharyn. “Hip—and Happening,” American Journalism Review,

April/May 2005.

----- “The Skinny on the Minis,” American Journalism Review, April/May 2005.

Will, George. “Unread and Unsubscribing,” Washington Post, April 24, 2005, p. B7.

Williams, Timothy. “NYTimes.com to Offer Subscription Service,” New York Times, May 17, 2005.



Woodcock, Sandy. Interview with NAA Foundation executive June 2005.


