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Abstract 
Printed newspapers are known to widen the range of public topics, events 

and issues their audience is aware of. There are reasons to assume that their 

online counterparts help increase their audience’s perceived agenda to a 

lesser extent. The way print newspapers are structured and used is supposed 

to lure readers into reading stories they may not have been interested in 

beforehand. Online papers support more activity and control by their users; 

becoming aware of a narrower range of topics according to one’s individual 

interests is more plausible. A representative survey of almost 1000 

respondents shows it is more complicated than that. Both channels in fact 

contribute to widening the audience agenda. But whereas online newspapers 

show this effect only in the highest educated group of society, print 

newspapers are able to expand the horizon of those whose range of 

interests is at most average. 

 

 

Introduction 
Research shows that printed newspapers improve their readers’ knowledge 

of what is going on around them (see e.g., Guo and Moy, 1998; McLeod et 

al., 1999; Schulz, 2003). In general, newspaper reading raises awareness of a 
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greater number of public-affairs topics as compared to using other 

information channels, like for example television (Ferguson and Weigold, 

1986; Allen and Izcaray, 1988; Culbertson et al., 1994; Peter and de Vreese, 

2003). Participation in social life, integration into one’s community and 

ultimately democracy are said to profit from this (e.g., Rothenbuhler et al., 

1996; McLeod et al., 1999; Schoenbach et al., 1999; Norris, 2001).  

But what if the slow but steady decline of printed newspapers in 

western countries continues (e.g., Lauf, 2001; Crosbie, 2004)? Some, 

particularly in the newspaper industry, hope that online newspapers will 

replace printed dailies, especially among young people not particularly 

attracted to the printed version (e.g., Morris and Ogan, 1996; Peng et al., 

1999; Paimans, cited in Jankowski and van Selm, 2000). Indeed, the 

prospects for online papers look good: virtually all newspapers in western 

developed countries have an online edition (see e.g., Peng et al., 1999). And 

there are some advantages of online newspapers for their users: online 

papers are still mostly free of charge, often updated throughout the day, 

easily accessible for everyone with an Internet connection; and they can be 

visited while working at one’s PC. No surprise, then, that as early as 2002, 

23 percent of US web users also visited newspapers online at least once a 

week (Runett, 2002).  

As far as the impact of the Internet in general (thus not specifically 

of online newspapers) on civic engagement is concerned, studies so far have 

not revealed a consistent pattern. Some suggest that using the Internet 

extensively hinders building social networks and attending social events 

(Kraut et al., 1998; Putnam, 2000; Nie and Erbring, 2000), whereas others 

argue that Internet usage is positively related to community engagement and 

political activity (Katz et al., 2001; Wellman et al., 2001; Shah et al., 2002). 

But again, the focus of these studies is on the Internet in general, not on 

online newspapers in particular.  

 In this study, we hypothesize that using online newspapers makes 

their audience aware of a smaller range of public events and topics than 

reading their printed counterparts does. Several (sometimes more, 

sometimes less) distinctive features of the two channels lead us to this 

assumption:  
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• The non-linear, layered format of online newspapers entails that large 

parts of them consist of teasers and tables of contents. To access full 

articles one has to click and/or scroll. As long as users only scroll down 

an online newspaper, they encounter fewer, and certainly fewer complete, 

stories than by thumbing through a printed paper. Surely the offer of 

online papers becomes more extensive once one uses links, but this 

does not necessarily mean access to the wealth of articles that printed 

newspapers provide daily (Zürn, 2000). D’Haenens et al. (2004) 

compared, among other things, the news provision of the print and 

online edition of two Dutch newspapers, a national and a regional one. 

They found more (brief) stories on the front pages of the online 

editions, but the print editions offered more articles than their online 

counterparts in all the news sections under scrutiny: national, 

international, sports, business and regional. Of course, online 

newspapers also offer links to internal archives, but these archives 

merely store old articles. Remarkably, web editions in the Netherlands 

(the country of our study) hardly ever offer links to external pages 

(Jankowski and van Selm, 2000). So, it is unlikely that visiting 

newspapers online furthers unintended encounters with stories on 

public issues located elsewhere on the Internet. In addition, clicking and 

scrolling may draw readers away from the other topics in the online 

paper, whereas reading an article in a printed edition does not make the 

surrounding stories on that page or spread invisible. Therefore, print 

newspaper readers should be more often surprised by articles they 

would probably overlook in an online paper. In fact, the online 

configuration encourages users to control the flow of information by 

selecting stories of particular interest (Cameron and Curtin, 1995; Peng 

et al., 1999; Tewksbury and Althaus, 2000; d’Haenens et al., 2004; see 

also Boczkowski, 2001). Moreover, orienting to the content and 

structure of the web takes extra time and effort (van Oostendorp and 

van Nimwegen, 1998; Eveland and Dunwoody, 2000). This will also 

decrease the chance of encounters with a large variety of information.  

• In addition, printed papers, more than online ones, are constructed to 

guide their audience through the offer as a whole, in an attempt to serve 

as a generic community agenda or “Daily Us” (see e.g., Mueller and 



70                                                                          Uses and effects of online news 
 

  

Kamerer, 1995; Fallows, 1996; Zürn, 2000) - as opposed to 

Negroponte’s (1995) vision of a customized “Daily Me,” an (electronic) 

newspaper that would not ‘bother’ its users with topics they are not 

interested in. Readers of the traditional print editions are invited to 

follow the linear structure and to be led by the newspaper’s priorities, 

translated in cues - such as the position of an article within the paper, 

within a section and on a page; the use of pictures and graphs; size (of 

stories, headlines, pictures); the use of paragraphs, typographical 

elements, colours, and so forth. Eye-movement experiments have 

shown that those cues are very effective in directing and structuring 

attention (Garcia and Stark, 1991). This means that readers can be lured 

into looking at stories that they would not select for reading if they only 

saw the topic of that story (Schoenbach, 1995). Cues also exist online, 

but, on average, online newspaper users are exposed to a smaller 

amount of cues compared to their print counterparts (see e.g., 

Tewksbury and Althaus, 2000; Eveland et al., 2004). And, according to 

Tewksbury (2003, p. 694), “it appears online users are particularly likely 

to pursue their own interests, and they are less likely to follow the cues 

of news editors and producers.”  

 

So, all in all, online newspapers encourage their users to follow their own 

path much more than their offline counterparts. Is this something to worry 

about? This should decrease the chance of online users being confronted 

with topics of public life they are either not interested in beforehand 

(Sunstein, 2002) or that are not immediately of great news value. Instead, 

online papers lend themselves to use as a “research” (Schoenbach and Lauf, 

2004) or pull medium for updated or in-depth information for those who 

are motivated to process it (Jankowski and van Selm, 2000). In addition, 

online newspapers may be useful as an “alarm medium,” for learning about 

breaking news at one quick glance throughout the day (see also Sparks, 

2000). In contrast, print newspapers may be better at surprising their 

audience with topics beyond their particular interests. Their “display” 

(Schoenbach and Lauf, 2004) or push character should make it easier to 

come across a variety of events and topics without much effort.  

 So far, few studies have compared the actual impact of using online 

and printed newspapers on awareness of public issues. An experiment by 
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Tewksbury and Althaus (2000) revealed that those who read printed 

newspapers recalled relatively more public affairs stories and more details 

than those who were exposed to the online editions. In another experiment 

by d’Haenens et al. (2004), there was no clear pattern as far as recalling the 

news in both outlets was concerned.  

Our study investigates the impact of online and print newspapers on 

awareness of public events and issues in an everyday setting. More 

specifically, we look at the effect of online and print newspapers on the 

extent of their audience’s perceived issue salience. This is the first of three levels 

of agenda measurement in a typology of McLeod et al. (1974), and it 

represents awareness of issues ‘out there’ in society. Our central hypothesis 

is:  

 

H1: More than using online newspapers, reading printed dailies 

contributes to a more extensive perceived public agenda.  

 

It is clear, of course, that in a non-controlled setting, online (and print) 

newspaper readers also use other sources of information that certainly 

contribute to their agenda of the world around them. This is why we also 

control for the effect of other information channels on perceived issue 

salience - both display and research ones, and not only media, but also 

personal conversations. In addition, two plausible contingent conditions are 

taken into account: one’s range of interests and the level of education. We 

assume that the wider the variety of areas one is interested in, the more 

likely one is to be aware of many topics in one’s community. Education is 

an indicator of cognitive complexity and thus affects information 

processing: the higher one is educated, the faster and easier even brief 

information on a topic can be perceived, understood and stored (see e.g., 

Schroder et al., 1975). So, our next hypotheses are:  

 

H2: The more areas of the public sphere one is interested in, the easier it 

is for both online and print newspapers to generate a wider 

perceived public agenda.  

H3: The higher one’s education, the easier it is for both online and print 

newspapers to generate a wider perceived public agenda.  
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Method and measurement 
The basis of our analysis is a representative telephone survey of the Dutch 

adult population. As early as 2001, more than half (55 percent) of the Dutch 

population (16 years and older) had access to the Internet, and as many as 

90 percent of the 16- to 24-year-olds. More than 40 percent of the Dutch 

population went online at least once a week (NFO Trendbox, 2001). 

According to our own survey (see later) by the end of 2002, 18 percent of 

Dutch adults claimed to have visited an online newspaper at least once 

during the last couple of weeks.  

 The fieldwork of our survey was conducted in December 2002 by 

TNS NIPO (at the time NIPO), a market research institute. A sample of 

986 respondents was randomly selected for that purpose. Online newspaper 

users were oversampled 2.22 times, to achieve a proportion of about 40 

percent of the sample instead of the actual 18 percent of the Dutch adult 

population. For this purpose, 6725 people were screened first within a daily 

representative telephone omnibus survey. The criterion for adding a person 

to the online newspaper portion of our sample was having visited the 

website of a Dutch national or local newspaper at least once in the two 

weeks prior to the interview. The telephone interviews lasted an average of 

16 minutes. The response rate was 41 percent of all persons randomly 

selected for the final interview.  

 Perceived issue salience was derived from the answers to the 

question: “What topics are presently the order of the day in the Netherlands 

and in the world?” This question opened the interview. Subsequently, 

respondents were asked: “Can you name more topics? It does not matter in 

which area.” and ‘Does anything else come to mind?” until they stopped 

mentioning anything. Thus, respondents could name a potentially infinite 

number of subjects. In reality, it ranged from one to 17. The average 

number of responses was 4.1, with a standard deviation of 2.2.  

The dependent variable of our analysis is the total number of all 

responses to the three questions. Only mere repetitions of the same answer 

and synonyms were excluded. In other words, we analyse the extent of the 

agenda one perceives to be of importance in the Netherlands (at the time) - 

or what Allen and Izcaray (1988) call the nominal agenda diversity of our 

respondents (see also Peter and de Vreese, 2003).  
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 Exposure to online and print newspapers, as well as to other media 

channels (other news sites, television, teletext, radio, free sheets, magazines), 

was measured in terms of frequency and duration of use (see Appendix for 

detailed formulation of the survey questions). For personal conversations, 

the frequency and whom one talks to (family, friends, colleagues and people 

one meets by chance) were measured (again, see Appendix for wording).  

We used multiple regressions, with nominal agenda diversity as the 

dependent variable and both frequency and duration of online and print 

newspaper reading as independent ones. We combined the frequency of use 

per week and day by multiplying the two answers. Exposure to all other 

communication channels (i.e. media channels and conversations) was 

controlled for.  

In addition, we analysed the impact of two contingent conditions. 

For the range of interests, we counted the number of areas (up to seven) a 

respondent reported being at least somewhat interested in: politics; sports; 

theatre, films and literature; finance and economy; reports on celebrities; 

reports on accidents and crime; local news (see Appendix). The average 

number of interests was 5.1 with a standard deviation of 1.3. To compare 

the impact of online and print newspapers on agenda diversity between 

those with few, some and many interests, we split the sample into three 

relatively equal portions: those with up to four areas they were at least 

somewhat interested in; those with five; and finally the group with the most 

interests: six and seven areas. Education was gauged in our survey as one’s 

highest school or university degree. For our analysis, we divided it into three 

relatively equal groups: (1) elementary school or a school preparing for 

simple clerical tasks or for learning a craft, (2) a high school degree or a 

lower professional and vocational education, (3) a university degree or a 

higher professional and vocational education.  

Education and the range of interests are used as contingent conditions in 

our analysis, not as controls. Being interested in many topics or a good 

education alone do not plausibly tell our respondents what is going on in 

the world right now. Only their exposure to information can do that. But 

higher scores on these characteristics should help information to be 

perceived, processed and remembered: the typical function of mediating 

factors or contingent conditions. Of course, education and range of 

interests may explain media use as such, and demographics like age and 
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gender certainly relate to interests and schooling, which in turn may then 

modify media effects. However, we do not expect these variables to compete 

with information behaviours, and thus to be taken into account as control 

variables.  

 

 

Results 
Table 4.1 shows that, for the total sample, printed newspapers indeed 

contribute to nominal agenda diversity, even after the impact of all other 

communication channels is controlled for. The more frequently one grabs a 

printed newspaper per week, the richer one’s agenda. With a beta as low as 

.07 (albeit significant), this impact is not very impressive. But still, if we also 

compare the respective unstandardized betas, using their error ranges, 

Hypothesis 1 is not refuted, as far as the effect of frequently using the two 

channels is concerned.  

 The next step of our analysis shows that this (weak) impact of print 

is not a general one. Surprisingly, it is limited to those who are not 

interested in very many topical areas (fewer than average). Similarly 

restricted, a significant influence of spending more time with a print paper 

shows only among those with an average range of interests. For the impact 

of online newspaper reading, the diversity of one’s interests simply does not 

matter. One could assume that both, somewhat puzzling, results for print 

newspaper reading are due to a ceiling effect: those with a lot of different 

interests have already learned about so many societal topics before that it is 

hard to expand their range further. The average number of perceived issues 

in that group is indeed higher - 4.5, as compared to 4.1 and 3.5 in the two 

groups with fewer interests - but its standard deviation is a little greater too, 

thus leaving enough room for improvement (see Table 4.1). So Hypothesis 

2 is not supported, neither for online nor print newspaper reading.  

Once we discern respondents according to their education, spending 

more time with an online newspaper is related to a wider variety of public 

topics mentioned, but only in the highest-educated group: those with at 

least a higher vocational training or even a university degree. For print 

newspaper exposure, the level of education does not matter. In sum, 

hypothesis 3 is supported, but only partly and only for online newspaper 

reading.  



Table 4.1: The Impact of Print and Online Newspaper Reading on the Number of Perceived Societal Topics 

Note. Cell entries are beta’s from linear multiple regressions, controlled for other communication channels: other news sites, 
television, teletext, radio, free sheets, magazines, and conversations with family, friends, colleagues, and people one meets incidentally. 
*p < .05. **p < .01

   

 

 Range of interests 

(areas at least somewhat interested in) 
 Education 

Reading measures 

 
All 

respondents  

Below average 

(0-4) 

Average 

(5) 

Above average 

(6-7)  
Low Medium High 

Print newspapers 
     Frequency (days per week) 

 
.07

 

* 

 

.15

 

* .01

 

.03

  

.10

 

.05

 

.08

 

     Duration per time  .01  -.02 .23** -.09  .03 .01 -.03  

Online newspapers 
     Frequency (days per week) 

 
.01

  

.02

 

-.05

 

.01

  

.09

 

.07

 

-.03

 

     Duration per time 

 

 .06  .03 .08 .07    -.04 -.07 .17** 

N  890  260 256 371  229 299 362  

Mean number of topics 

mentioned 

 
4.1  3.5  4.1  4.5  3.5 4.0 4.6  

SD  2.2  2.0 2.2  2.3  2.1 2.3 2.2  
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Conclusion 
Our results in general support the idea that reading print newspapers 

contributes to awareness of more public events and issues than using online 

newspapers does. Frequent print newspaper use increases nominal agenda 

diversity, at least somewhat. So, it is not the time spent on a printed 

newspaper that widens one’s horizon, but turning to it often, if only briefly.  

Reading for longer periods of time may further more selective in-depth 

reading and thus does not increase the number of topics one is aware of.  

 Frequently visiting an online newspaper, however, does not expand 

the range of perceived topics. In other words, using the online channel 

primarily for (brief) update - as an alarm medium for example -  may further 

the awareness of the most important events, but does not really widen one’s 

perceived agenda. Spending more time on an online newspaper does not 

expand the agenda either, at least for the general audience. Possibly, extra 

time spent online is used more for “research” or “in-depth” orientation, as 

Eveland and Dunwoody (2000) argue.  

Our data show one interesting exception, however, where online 

newspaper use does have an effect: very highly educated respondents learn 

about more public events and issues by using online papers for longer 

periods of time. A possible explanation is that those with a higher 

vocational education or university degree may be experienced web users and 

thus more familiar with navigating techniques. They may not need much 

time to unravel the information offered online. Instead, they seem to use 

the extra time for encounters with a greater diversity of topics. In addition, 

this group may be able to restrict its selective information behaviour better 

and to consciously look for a comprehensive overview of what is going on 

in the world. In contrast, for the impact of printed newspapers on the 

diversity of one’s perceived agenda, education does not matter. The 

subgroups that learn the most from print newspapers are frequent readers 

with a below average range of interests and those with a medium range of 

interests who spend more time on reading a print paper. We can only 

speculate on why a greater variety of interests does not also help increase the 

number of topics one is aware of. Maybe being interested in many different 

areas leads to a more in-depth processing of those fields instead of widening 

the (already wide) horizon any further? In any case, we may conclude that 

print newspapers are able to trap the less involved better than online papers 
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do. The concept of the “trap” effect (Schoenbach and Weaver, 1985; see 

also Schoenbach and Lauf, 2002) suggests that the uninterested members in 

the audience can be reached (and even influenced) by information they 

would not care to receive purposefully - if only there is information 

abundant and obtrusive enough to “overwhelm” them (see also Krugman 

and Hartley, 1970; Petty and Cacioppo, 1981).  

In sum, then, printed newspapers serve an important function for 

the public agenda: they widen the horizon of those whose range of interests 

is rather small. Newspaper effects research has often confirmed the aptitude 

of print newspapers to integrate marginal groups into a community (see 

earlier). In our study, online newspapers serve an information-elite instead. 

Certainly, that may change once online newspapers become more 

widespread in society. So far, it appears that online and print newspapers 

shape the agenda of their audiences in different ways and are effective for 

different groups.  
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Note 
The survey was funded by the Netherlands Press Fund (Bedrijfsfonds voor 

de Pers).  
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Appendix: survey questions 

 
Media use 

Frequency  

• On average, how many days a week do you read Dutch national or local 

printed daily newspapers/visit websites of Dutch national or local daily 

newspapers on the Internet/visit other news sites on the Internet?  

 

For websites of newspapers and other news sites, questions about the 

frequency of their use were even more extensive:  

• On average, how many times a day do you visit websites of Dutch 

national or local daily newspapers on the Internet/other news sites on 

the Internet?  

 

Duration  

• On average, for how long do you read Dutch national or local printed 

daily newspapers/visit websites of Dutch national or local printed daily 

newspapers/visit other news sites on the Internet at a time?  

• On average, for how long do you watch television/read teletext on 

television or the Internet/listen to the radio a day?  

• On average, for how long do you read free sheets (free weekly 

newspapers)/magazines a week?  

 

 

Personal conversations  

• How often do you speak about topics that are the order of the day in 

the Netherlands and the world with your family/friends/people at your 

job or your school/people that you happen to meet, for instance on a 

tram or at the barber’s: often, sometimes or never?  
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Interests  

• In general, how much are you interested in politics/ sports/ theatre, 

films and literature/ finance and economy/ reports on celebrities/ 

reports on accidents and crime/ local news: very much, somewhat or 

not interested?  

 



 

  

 


