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1

The Local Political Engagement Puzzle

In 2014 the city of Los Angeles found itself facing a civic crisis. After
decades of declining voter turnout, of�cials were desperate to boost
citizen participation in municipal elections. Forty years earlier roughly
two-thirds of the city’s registered voters regularly showed up at the polls.
But turnout in the most recent elections had hovered between an abysmal
18% and an anemic23%.1 In a proposal �t for the show business capital
of the world, the Los Angeles Ethics Commission suggested turning the
democratic process into something of a game show. Randomly selected
voters would win a cash prize– up to $50,000 – for casting a ballot.2

Perhaps owing to the obvious ethical and legal issues associated with
paying people to vote, the proposal never got off the ground. And
participation remained low. When turnout in the 2017 mayor’s race–
20% – narrowly managed to avoid the city’s worst showing ever, one
writer wryly mused, “Do we get a trophy here or what?” 3

Picking on Los Angeles is easy, but the city is not alone. In recent
decades, citizen participation in local elections across the country has

1 Mike Maciag, “ Voter Turnout Plummeting in Local Elections,” Governing, October 2014.
www.governing.com/topics/politics/gov-voter-turnout-municipal-elections.html(August 26,
2020).

2 David Zahniser, “ Low Turnout Prompts L.A. to Consider Offering Prizes to Vote,”
McClatchy News, August 15, 2014. www.governing.com/news/headlines/mct-los-
angeles-voting-prizes.html(August 26, 2020).

3 Tim Loc, “ Final Election Tallies Put Voter Turnout at 20%, So It Wasn’t L.A. ’s Worst
Ever,” LAist.com, March 21, 2017. https://laist.com/2017/03/21/� nal_election_tallies_
put_voter_tu.php (August 26, 2020).
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plunged. The24% turnout in New York City ’s2013 mayoral race4 might
have seemed an embarrassment until Dallas voters two years later man-
aged just 6%, roughly the equivalent of a show of hands.5 Graphs
plotting municipal turnout since the mid-twentieth century in places such
as Chicago and Philadelphia look like the screaming descents of amuse-
ment park roller coasters. The trends in smaller cities and towns are less
steep but no less concerning.

It ’s not just voter turnout that’s plummeted. By a number of other
indicators, Americans’ knowledge of their local government has also been
declining for years. In1966, for instance,70% of voters could name their
city’s mayor.6 Fifty years later, that number was down to less than40%.
One-third of respondents to a1979 poll could accurately call to mind the
name of their local school superintendent.7 Fast forward to 2016 and
83% couldn’t even hazard a guess. When asked in2019 whether their
county government was doing a good job, fully one-quarter of the
nation’s residents could not render a simple thumbs-up or -down.8

The declines in local knowledge and participation are puzzling.
Throughout the last25 years, turnout in presidential contests has increased.
Education, one of the strongest predictors of political engagement, is at its
highest level in US history.9 The Internet has made accessing information
about public affairs easier than ever. And while local government has
always been central to Americans’ lives, that’s been especially true in recent
decades. States and localities since the1990s have been the frontlines of
battles over the implementation of welfare programs, immigration policies,
health care reform, and climate change, to name just a handful of issues. As
the federal government stepped back amid the2020 coronavirus pandemic,
local governments became the� rst responders. By all accounts, these cir-
cumstances should have led to more political engagement close to home.

4 “ New York: Voter Turnout Appears to Be Record Low,” New York Times, November 6,
2013. www.nytimes.com/news/election-2013/2013/11/06/new-york-turnout-appears-hea
ded-for-record-low (August 26, 2020).

5 Stephen Young,“ Dallas Had the Worst Big City Mayoral Election Turnout in the U.S. in2015,”
Dallas Observer, January 26, 2017. www.dallasobserver.com/news/dallas-had-the-worst-big-
city-mayoral-election-turnout-in-the-us-in-2015-9119070 (August26, 2020).

6 Gallup 1966.
7 The Kettering Foundation1979.
8 These� gures come from our surveys of respondents in the2016 and 2019 Cooperative

Congressional Election Studies.
9 Erik Schmidt, “ For the First Time,90 Percent Completed High School or More,” United

States Census Bureau, July 31, 2018. www.census.gov/library/stories/2018/07/educa
tional-attainment.html (April 11, 2019).
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Why has the opposite happened? Multiple factors play a role. Long-
term changes in society, including suburbanization and economic
pressures, have weakened civic ties in local communities. Electoral
reforms that dismantled political machines– long the engines of voter
mobilization in major cities – have decreased participation. And as the
Republican and Democratic parties have polarized, voters’ political atti-
tudes have “nationalized,” becoming closely linked to debates in
Washington, DC, and less connected to local concerns. These major
developments undoubtedly help explain Americans’ waning interest in
local politics.

But they are only part of the explanation, because they don’t account
for the most dramatic change in the civic life US communities have
experienced in the last20 years: the decimation of the local news
media. As the Internet has undermined the business model of American
newspapers, the industry has nearly collapsed. Once-proud, prizewinning
papers have withered away in the face of declining advertising revenue.
Hundreds have closed and nearly all the remaining ones have cut
their editorial staff. With fewer reporting resources and a shrinking news
hole – the amount of space for editorial content– newspapers have
reduced coverage of local elected of�cials, city halls, school boards,
county commissions, and virtually every aspect of local government.
And all of this predates the coronavirus, which further decimated local
newsrooms.10

The story of this book is that the hollowing out of daily newspapers,
long the nation’s most vibrant and indispensable sources of community
information, has had profound consequences for local political engage-
ment. With access to less local reporting, Americans are now less know-
ledgeable about their local governments, less interested in the actions of
their local of�cials, and less likely to participate in local elections. These
effects have been widespread, touching big cities and small towns, red
states and blue states, and voters of all kinds. At a moment in history
when information on seemingly any topic is bountiful and available with
a click, the tale of local politics is quite the opposite. It is one of increasing
scarcity – of both public affairs journalism and citizen engagement.

10 Kristen Hare, “ The Coronavirus Has Closed More than50 Local Newsrooms across
America. And Counting,” Poynter, August 20, 2020. www.poynter.org/locally/2020/the-
coronavirus-has-closed-more-than-25-local-newsrooms-across-america-and-counting/
(August 26, 2020).
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It ’s hard to overstate the signi�cance of local politics in the United States.
Owing to the system of federalism set up in the US Constitution,90,000
local governments– cities, towns, counties, and school districts, among
others – wield vast taxing and regulatory power. Every year, they collect
and spend billions of taxpayer dollars on roads, public safety, education,
parks, trash collection, and almost any other public service you can name.
Every day, they make decisions that determine whether Americans can
start new businesses, renovate their homes, smoke in bars, or carry guns
in churches. Yet most of the work of this“hidden Leviathan” happens
without the public ’s knowledge, and elections for most of the nation’s half
million local elected of�cials rarely draw much attention.11 Despite the
importance of local government to the nation’s founding and functioning,
participation in local politics “is like family farming – romanticized in the
political culture but practiced by few.” 12

Low levels of engagement stem, at least in part, from structural fea-
tures of local politics.13 Many city, county, and school board elections are
not held concurrently with national contests, meaning that voters in some
years are asked to show up to the polls multiple times. Unless a contro-
versial candidate or issue appears on the ballot, many voters lack the
motivation to turn out in these off-year elections.14 The fact that some
local elections are nonpartisan and that power in many localities is vested
in appointed rather than elected of�cials may also contribute to disen-
gagement. The result is that local politics is often dominated by the most
politically interested, who tend to be highly educated, wealthy, and white,
leaving the poor and people of color with less effective representation.15

But these structural factors have been a feature of politics in many US
communities for decades, so they cannot explain why local civic engagement
is even lower now than it once was. Two prominent scholarly accounts have
taken up that trend. In his in� uential book Bowling Alone, political scientist
Robert Putnam describes how social capital– the interpersonal networks
and social trust that promote civic engagement and make democracy work–

11 Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012.
12 Baybeck2014.
13 See Warshaw2019 for a review.
14 Anzia 2014; Hajnal 2009.
15 Einstein, Palmer, and Glick2019; Hajnal and Trounstine 2005; Schaffner, Rhodes, and

La Raja 2020.
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eroded in the latter years of the twentieth century.16 As modern life became
more individualized and less communitarian– a function of suburban
sprawl, reductions in free time, the growth of women in the workforce,
and generational change, among other factors– Americans stopped signing
petitions, joining civic associations, and showing up at the polls. In Putnam’s
telling, the public’s disengagement from local politics is a story of macro-
level societal changes and the disappearance of a generation whose commit-
ment to civic democracy was forged in the� res of the Great Depression and
World War II.

A second, more explicitly political, account emphasizes the growing
“nationalization ” of American politics. Articulated most thoroughly by
political scientist Daniel J. Hopkins, the nationalization thesis contends
that voters’ political behavior has become increasingly in�uenced by the
debates, party positions, and political�gures at the center of national
politics.17 National partisanship, more than local conditions or candi-
dates, drives voters’ choices in elections and attitudes about issues. With
people’s social identities now linked more closely to national partisan
attachments, their connection to politics in their communities has
weakened. As a result, voters have become less knowledgeable and less
interested in local public affairs.

Neither of these accounts, however, is well suited to explain how the
collapse of local newspapers has directly affected local engagement.
That’s not to say that they don’t carve out a role for the media. Putnam
sees television as a major villain because of its“privatization ” of leisure
time. Why bowl with your neighbors when you can stay home and be
entertained alone? He also details the strong association between news-
paper readership and civic participation. But Putnam’s incisive account,
written in the 1990s, couldn’t foresee the scope of the local news disaster
looming on the horizon. Hopkins, meanwhile, devotes substantial atten-
tion to changes in the media environment. He argues, however, that the
decline in local engagement is more likely due to consumer behavior–
people seeking out national news sources instead of local ones– than to a
reduction in the reporting capacity of local news outlets.“It is not that
newspapers. . . have changed dramatically; instead, what people watch,
listen to, and read have,” Hopkins writes.18

16 Putnam 2000. See also Skocpol2003.
17 Hopkins 2018. See also Fiorina2017; Zingher and Richman 2019.
18 Hopkins 2018, p. 199.
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The diffusion of television and the dramatic expansion of the media
environment are surely responsible for some reduction in local political
engagement. Indeed, the explosion in the number of consumer options for
media content– news and entertainment alike– is a key cause of news-
papers’ current �nancial woes. But there are compelling theoretical
reasons to expect that the reduction of coverage of local public affairs
in the nation’s daily newspapers has driven down political engagement on
its own. In other words, audience demand may be part of the problem,
but so is the dwindling supply of information that citizens need to keep
apprised of their elected of�cials ’ actions and behavior.
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Our argument arises from decades of research showing that when citizens
lose access to political information, they become less knowledgeable
about their elected of�cials and less likely to vote. Getting informed and
participating in politics is costly – it requires some level of investment,
whether time, money, or effort.19 News media provide an information
subsidy that reduces the costs of that investment.20 Indeed, numerous
studies have found that when the cost of information goes up– as when
news becomes scarce or access becomes more dif�cult – fewer citizens are
willing to bear it, and political engagement falls.21

That large body of research strongly suggests that widespread news-
paper cutbacks and closures will negatively affect Americans’ knowledge
about local government and participation in local elections. That’s
because newspapers have long been the primary source of local govern-
ment reporting in cities and towns across the country.22 Studies have
shown that newspaper coverage of local politics is far more thorough
and substantive than the reporting in other outlets.23 Indeed, the vast
majority of what appears on local TV newscasts is crime, weather, and
sports, not city council meetings. Newspapers are often the lone source
for mundane information, critical for civic participation, such as polling

19 Downs 1957; Lassen2005.
20 Baekgaard et al.2014; Barabas and Jerit2009.
21 See, e.g., Althaus and Trautman2008; Cohen, Noel, and Zaller 2004; Delli Carpini,

Keeter, and Kennamer1994; Gentzkow 2006; Hoffman and Eveland 2010; McLeod,
Scheufele, and Moy 1999; Mondak 1995; Moskowitz 2021; Schulhofer-Wohl and
Garrido 2011; Shaker2014; Snyder and Strömberg2010.

22 See Schudson1981 for a historical overview of American newspapers.
23 Fowler et al. 2007; Martin and McCrain 2019; Stevens et al.2006.

6 The Local Political Engagement Puzzle

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.001


places and notices of political meetings.24 In some smaller communities,
the newspaper is the only entity that covers local politics at all. And even
when they face competition from other media outlets, newspapers tend to
set the agenda– meaning that newspapers’ in�uence on the information
environment goes well beyond what appears on their own pages.25

The importance of newspapers for political engagement is not just
about their informational role. Newspapers have historically functioned
as the connective tissue of American cities and towns, creating a shared
sense of community among local residents.26 Studies conducted a half
century apart – in both the 1940s and 1990s – found that newspapers
were so enmeshed in the fabric of residents’ lives that when people missed
their daily newspaper, they experienced a sense of“social and psycho-
logical trauma.” 27 That may be one reason that newspaper readers report
strong ties to their local communities– while TV watchers give the�nger
to their neighbors on the road.28 Given these realities, it is no exagger-
ation to describe newspapers as the beating heart of civic communities
throughout the twentieth century. And as newspapers have cut back,
shrunk, and closed altogether, it would frankly be surprising if
Americans’ engagement with local politics did not decrease as well.

Despite the logical appeal of this argument, a variety of methodological
challenges have limited the evidence linking the decline of local news-
papers in the last two decades to a decrease in local engagement. We
develop a new approach that tackles these issues in the existing literature
and allows us to put our argument to a comprehensive test. We detail the
extent to which the decline of newspapers has affected citizens’ access to
information about local government, how that reduction in access has
shaped local engagement– and how to reverse the trend.

Documenting the Decline in Local News

In order to demonstrate that the demise of local newspapers contributes
to declines in citizen engagement, an essential�rst step is to document the
reduction in the availability of local political news across the country and
over time. Yet this has mostly proven elusive in the existing literature.
While a great deal of work surveys the local news landscape, most is

24 Gimpel, Dyck, and Shaw2006.
25 Atwater, Fico, and Pizante1987; Nielsen2015; Vliegenthart and Walgrave2008.
26 McLeod, Daily, and Guo 1996.
27 Bentley2001, p. 2; see also Berelson1949.
28 Putnam 2000, p. 233.
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based on studies of single cities, a small subset of political units (such as
congressional districts), speci� c categories of candidates (such as incum-
bents), or a particular region. Moreover, it often covers just a single year
or a couple of election cycles.29 Some of the most prominent recent
accounts are mainly anecdotal.30

The research that has adopted a wider scope and time frame faces
limitations of its own. The most well-known is the University of North
Carolina’s series of“ news deserts” reports, which detail how hundreds of
counties across the United States have been left without newspapers.31 This
valuable project has shone a spotlight on the particular struggles of weekly
newspapers, which represent the vast majority of closures since the early
2000s.32 But throughout the last 20 years, the phenomenon most com-
monly affecting communities is not the death of a newspaper but the
hollowing out of the dailies that survive. Understanding the consequences
of that development thus requires data on how coverage of local politics has
changed in the news outlets that remain. The handful of studies that have
taken up this charge, however, draw con� icting conclusions, likely a result
of measurement differences.33 The upshot is that although the existing
research offers insight into the local news environment in particular places,
at particular times, or when a paper closes, there is less consensus on how
the roiling of the media landscape has affected coverage of local politics,
whether reductions have been more severe in some places, and why.

To offer a fuller account of the changing local news environment, we
rely in Chapters2 and 3 on an original database that includes measures of
the amount of various types of local political coverage spanning three
decades, more than200 newspapers, and every state. Across the board,
we � nd a dramatic reduction in the volume of reporting about local

29 As examples, see Arnold2004; Clarke and Evans 1983; Delli Carpini, Keeter, and
Kennamer1994; Durkin, Glaisyer, and Hadge2010; Fogarty 2013; Fowler et al. 2007;
Gershon2012, 2013; Goldenberg and Traugott1984; Hayes and Lawless2015, 2018;
Larson 1992; Manheim 1974; Martin and McCrain 2019; Napoli et al. 2017; Orman
1985; Ryfe et al.2012; Snyder and Strömberg2010; Tidmarch and Karp 1983; Vermeer
1987; Vinson 2003.

30 Sullivan 2020.
31 Abernathy 2020.
32 See also Ferrier, Sinha, and Outrich2016.
33 For instance, Peterson (2021) shows that staff cuts at local newspapers between2007 and

2015 signi� cantly reduced the volume of local political coverage. Hopkins (2018), how-
ever,� nds no clear time trend in coverage of state and local politics in big city newspapers
between1981 and 2013. One reason for the discrepancy could be that Hopkins focuses on
the ratio of local (or state) to national coverage, rather than the total volume.
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government. Although papers of all sizes suffered, the reductions were
most severe at the smallest outlets, which often serve rural, less af�uent
communities. We also show that reporting cuts were the largest in the
beats that publishers and editors viewed as least pro�table, such as county
government and schools. And drawing on data from dozens of local
television stations and hundreds of local internet start-ups, we demon-
strate that other outlets have largely failed to�ll the void when news-
papers have pulled back. Together, these data, plus interviews with three
dozen journalists grappling with these changes in newsrooms around the
country, illustrate a profound gutting of the local information environ-
ment since the late1990s.

Establishing a Relationship between Local News and
Citizen Engagement

Although the decline in local government coverage seems almost certain
to have reduced political engagement, this argument has proven dif�cult
to test. The existing research on the relationship between news coverage
and civic participation falls into three categories. One class of studies
identi�es correlations between citizens’ news usage and various measures
of political knowledge or participation. 34 While suggestive, such data do
not provide evidence that media coveragecausespolitical engagement,
since some third factor– say, political interest – could drive both news
consumption and engagement.

A second approach examines the relationship between political
engagement and local media market characteristics, such as the size or
structure of television markets, the overlap between media markets and
political districts, or the diffusion of new communication technology.35

Market characteristics determine how much news content is available to
local consumers, and so should affect the distribution of knowledge or
levels of participation. Although this body of research produces better
causal evidence, it typically relies on an assumption– not a demonstra-
tion – that the availability of news coverage itself is actually the mechan-
ism that drives engagement.

34 See, e.g., Hoffman and Eveland2010; McLeod, Scheufele, and Moy1999.
35 See, e.g., Althaus and Trautman2008; Cohen, Noel, and Zaller 2004; Delli Carpini,

Keeter, and Kennamer1994; Gentzkow 2006; Mondak 1995; Moskowitz 2021; Peterson
2019; Schulhofer-Wohl and Garrido 2011; Shaker2014; Snyder and Strömberg2010.
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The third and most persuasive set of studies on the effects of the recent
local journalism crisis relies on a quasi-experimental exploitation of
newspaper closures. For instance, research has found short-term reduc-
tions in civic engagement after the shutdowns of theCincinnati Post,
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, and Rocky Mountain News.36 But case studies
of single cities naturally raise questions of generalizability, and the short
time frame makes it hard to estimate the long-term effects. In a broader
project, researchers demonstrated that the closure of more than100 news-
papers in counties across the United States led to decreases in split-ticket
voting, perhaps because voters had less information about local candi-
dates.37 Even here, though, the�ndings speak only to what happens when
a community loses a news outlet. Studies of shuttered newspapers cannot
detect the effect of more insidious declines in coverage at surviving papers.

To provide a more comprehensive assessment, inChapters4 and 5 we
analyze a wide array of data– aggregate and individual-level, cross-
sectional and panel– to leverage longitudinal variation in both news
coverage and numerous indicators of political engagement. Our use of
polling data, election returns, and online search behavior together provide
compelling evidence that reductions in local newspaper coverage have
depressed citizen engagement at the local level. We also demonstrate that
the effects have been widespread, reducing knowledge and participation
not just among the least politically interested but for virtually everyone.
Because the local media environment is far less diverse than the national
landscape, when newspaper coverage falls away, all citizens– even the
segment of the population who wants to follow local news and keep
abreast of local politics– �nd themselves with few alternatives for local
political information.

Reinvigorating Citizen Interest in Local News

With local news dwindling and citizen engagement following close
behind, it is clear that communities across the United States are facing
an information crisis. But that doesn’t mean these trends are irreversible.
In recent years, industry innovators and numerous philanthropic organ-
izations have found ways to shore up newspapers’ �nances, create new
revenue models, and begin to rebuild their decimated reporting capacity.
In a few big cities, successful local news start-ups have emerged. While

36 Schulhofer-Wohl and Garrido 2011; Shaker2014.
37 Darr, Hitt, and Dunaway 2018.
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there is no magic bullet, these collective efforts have helped stave off
wholesale industry extinction. But for the local news business to provide
citizens with the information they need to carry out their democratic
responsibilities, more needs to be done.

One way to address local news’supply problem – not enough money
or staff to cover local government– is a demand-side solution. This is
essential because the root of the current crisis is a shrinking audience;
newspapers are dying because many consumers have abandoned them.38

Yet little research focuses explicitly on how to increase demand for local
news. Part of the challenge is the scattershot nature of the message about
why local journalism is worth saving. In many cases, journalists and
reformers focus on what society would lose if local news disappeared–
a strategy that may succeed in worrying consumers but fail to change their
news habits. Moreover, political interest and news consumption tend to
be stable, habitual, and resistant to change, making quite daunting the
task of altering people’s attitudes or behavior.39

But in Chapter 6, we argue that boosting citizen demand for local news
doesn’t necessarily involve changing people’s minds. Rather, merely tell-
ing people about the importance of local government or reminding them
that local politics is critical to the civic health of their communities may be
suf� cient to increase their consumption of local news. Using original
survey data, we show that large majorities of Americans believe that local
politics is important, relevant, and part of being a good citizen. For them,
activating these attitudes so that they play a more pronounced role in
shaping news habits can boost their demand for local news. For people
who don’t know what local government does or how relevant it is,
informing them of its importance increases their motivation to follow
local news. In a series of experiments– drawn from nationally represen-
tative samples, a multi-wave survey of Democrats, and exit polls with
actual voters in two elections– we show that simple interventions can
increase interest in local news. These efforts are successful with younger
and older people alike, allowing us to close a large generation gap in local
news interest that otherwise signals even more dif�cult days ahead for the
industry. The challenges facing local news remain formidable, but
reminding Americans about the importance of local government can
create a virtuous circle that boosts both civic engagement and the local

38 Hindman 2018.
39 Arceneaux, Johnson, and Maes2012; Prior 2019; Weinschenk and Dawes2017.
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news business– rather than the downward spiral that newspapers�nd
themselves in today.

���� ����	
� �� �	 ���	 ����� 
	��

In Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville famously observed that
for democracy to work, communities need a shared source of information
and sense of purpose. Otherwise, the prospects for collective civic engage-
ment are dim. “Hardly any democratic association can carry on,” he
wrote, “without a newspaper.” 40 Nearly two centuries later, the French
scholar would recognize little about the modern media landscape, but his
essential observation about the importance of local news sources remains
true. Americans’ engagement with local politics depends in signi�cant
measure on access to quality reporting about their local community and
elected of�cials. The continued erosion of the nation’s newspapers
threatens democratic governance in cities, counties, and school districts
across the United States.

The diminishing local news environment poses at least four problems
for democratic governance. The� rst is that it makes it more dif�cult for
citizens to hold government accountable. At the heart of the democratic
process is, to use Abraham Lincoln’s famous words, government“ by the
people.” The public must have the ability to keep tabs on their local
of�cials so that they can decide at election time whether to keep them in
of�ce or send them packing. Because most of the work of government
happens beyond citizens’ direct observation, residents rely on an inde-
pendent news media to learn about local politics– from what goes on in
city council meetings to policies being considered by the school board to
the mayor’s peccadilloes. Without local news coverage, the public has
little ability or incentive to monitor their local government and hold their
representatives accountable on Election Day.

Second, an impoverished news environment undermines incentives for
elected of�cials to act competently, ef�ciently, and ethically. If the public
isn’t watching – because there’s little in the way of news coverage– then
politicians can misbehave without paying a price at the polls.41 Indeed,
regular coverage of municipal politics is associated with less�scal mis-
management and government waste.42 Sustained media coverage makes it

40 de Tocqueville1969, p. 518.
41 Larreguy, Marshall, and Snyder2020.
42 Gao, Lee, and Murphy 2020.
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more dif�cult for political leaders to in �ate their salaries.43 And in
places with more local news outlets, politicians fall under pressure to
reduce toxic emissions and improve the community’s environment.44

Part of the reason government of�cials respond to news coverage is that
they worry about electoral challenges. But when newspaper coverage
declines, so do the number of people running for local of�ce, undermining
one mechanism of accountability.45 Although a robust local news media
by no means ensures good government, its absence almost guarantees
worse government.

Third, local news can help promote effective representation.
Government works best, is viewed as more legitimate, and engenders
more trust when citizens are widely engaged. When few people vote or
when a large portion of the electorate is unaware of their elected of� -
cials’ actions, government policies are unlikely to represent the public’s
will. We recognize, of course, that participation and representation have
been less than universal in America’s cities and towns for decades. But
the weakening of the local news media may exacerbate existing inequal-
ities. If coverage of local government grows even more scarce and
engagement in local politics becomes even more concentrated among a
minority of citizens, representation may fall even further from the
democratic ideal.

Finally, the decline of local news and political engagement threatens
the foundations of American federalism. When the Framers designed the
US Constitution, their decision to vest power in state governments– and
state governments’ authority to give power to local governments– created
a counterweight to the federal government. If national leaders took
actions that ran contrary to the interests of states or localities, then local
of�cials would have the power to push back with support from their own
constituents. That process, however, only works if citizens can discern
how federal policies affect their own community– how local law enforce-
ment responds to federal immigration laws or how superintendents inter-
pret Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) guidelines for
reopening schools amid a pandemic. Without a vibrant local news media,
it’ s unlikely that citizens can acquire that information. The US political
system is sometimes convoluted and always complicated, but one of its

43 Mary Ellen Klas, “ Less Local News Means Less Democracy,” Nieman Reports,
September20, 2019. https://niemanreports.org/articles/less-local-news-means-less-democ
racy/ (September16, 2020).

44 Campa 2018.
45 Rubado and Jennings2020.
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virtues is the built-in tension between local and national forces. Without
local news, that productive tension could turn to slack.

At a time when political observers worry – justi� ably – about the
health of the United States’ national political institutions, threats to local
democratic governance cannot be ignored. The local news media– by
providing accurate information to citizens about what is happening in city
halls, county governments, school boards, and other local political insti-
tutions throughout the country – constitute a vital link in the democratic
process. Political representation and government effectiveness thus
depend on reinvigorating the local news media and the citizen engage-
ment that goes along with it. It can be done, but without a collective effort
by citizens, journalists, and groups committed to strengthening local
journalism, the long-term health of American democracy may be in peril.
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2

The Great Gutting of US Newspapers

To be a resident of Denver, Colorado, in the latter decades of the twenti-
eth century was to enjoy a feast of local news reporting. Home to two
prizewinning newspapers, theRocky Mountain News and the Denver
Post, the city saw�erce competition to break stories about state and local
government. The papers battled for scoops about malfeasance in the local
police department, zoning�ghts in City Hall, and the aftermath of the
Columbine school shooting. “We were two worthy adversaries,” one
former reporter said, “and the public bene�ted. ” 1

But mounting �nancial pressure in the late1990s forced theNews and
the Post into a joint operating agreement as a way to cut costs. The
maneuver proved only a Band-Aid. In the wake of the2008 �nancial
crisis, theNews shuttered its newsroom for good. Denver suddenly found
itself with a single daily paper covering a metro area of2.5 million people.
And things were about to get worse. In2010, the Post �led for bank-
ruptcy and was purchased by a New York hedge fund. Major layoffs
and cutbacks followed, damaging the paper’s ability to cover the city. In
2018, the Post’s journalists revolted, publishing a scathing editorial and
accusing the new owners of having“murdered” the paper. “We know

1 Kevin Simpson, “ Across the Battle Lines: How Rocky Mountain News Reporters
Regarded the Angst– and Comedy – of Competition with the Denver Post,” Denver
Post, October 15, 2017. www.denverpost.com/2017/10/15/rocky-mountain-news-denver-
post-rivalry/ (September23, 2020).
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meaningful work will not get done because talented journalists have left
the organization,” said the paper’s editor.2

The story of Denver in many ways illustrates the local news crisis that
we document in this chapter. Once the nation’s preeminent news sources,
daily newspapers have in recent years seen a massive reduction in their
reporting capacity. As a result, residents of cities and counties across
the United States now have access to less coverage of their local govern-
ments than at any time in modern American history. As the potential for
new sources of local news, such as internet start-ups, remains uncertain,
the prospect of an unprecedented information crisis looms on the
local horizon.

��� ���� �	
 ���� 
� �� 	���������

For the US newspaper industry, the middle of the twentieth century was a
period of extraordinary popularity and pro�t. In the early 1940s, news-
paper subscriptions stood at41 million, a remarkably large share for a
country of 133 million residents (seeFigure 2.1).3 And as the population
and the economy continued to grow in the postwar years, so did the
industry’s fortunes. By1950, one estimate put the newspaper household
penetration rate– a measure of market saturation– at 124%. With more
newspaper subscriptions than US households, newspaper owners regu-
larly enjoyed double-digit pro�t margins. 4

But the boom times wouldn’t last much longer. With the invention and
rapid diffusion of television, newspapers lost their monopoly and found
themselves facing a�erce new competitor for consumers’ attention.
Indeed, although raw circulation continued to climb through the mid-
1980s (peaking in 1984 at 63 million), that growth resulted primarily
from an expanding population, not an increase in newspapers’ popular-
ity. By the time cable and satellite television gave Americans even more
news and entertainment choices in the early1990s, just 68% of US

2 Sydney Ember,“ Denver Post Rebels against Its Hedge-Fund Ownership,” New York
Times, April 7, 2018. www.nytimes.com/2018/04/07/business/media/denver-post-opin
ion-owner.html (September23, 2020).

3 Pew2019a.
4 Alan Mutter, “ Are Newspapers Losing‘Mass Media’ Mojo?” Newsosaur, November 4,

2013. http://newsosaur.blogspot.com/2013/11/are-newspapers-losing-mass-media-mojo
.html (February 24, 2020).
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households subscribed to a newspaper.5 As daily circulation fell through-
out the decade, the alarm bells were ringing. But industry leaders were
unprepared for what was next. “ You couldn’t get the attention of the
major publishers,” Kelly Fry, editor and publisher of the Oklahoman,
told us in one of the dozens of interviews we conducted with journalists at
newspapers across the country.“ They couldn’t see what was coming.” 6

What was coming was a revolution in the way people get information.
When the Internet became widely available to Americans in the late
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������ � .� . US newspaper circulation,1940–2018.
Source:Pew Research Center2019a. The data represent weekday circulation, including
digital subscribers.

5 Alan Mutter, “ Are Newspapers Losing‘Mass Media’ Mojo?” Newsosaur, November 4,
2013. http://newsosaur.blogspot.com/2013/11/are-newspapers-losing-mass-media-mojo
.html (February 24, 2020).

6 See Appendix A for a description of our sampling procedures, protocols, and
interview questions.
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1990s, consumers’ choices for news and entertainment exploded. By
2000, more than half of Americans said they regularly went online. For
the heaviest print news consumers– college graduates– it was more than
three-quarters.7 Although it would take years for the online news
ecosystem to develop fully, internet-savvy consumers who wanted to
keep up with current events could do so without paying for a
newspaper subscription.

What happened next is well known: The newspaper industry fell off a
cliff. Circulation plummeted so precipitously– with a not-so-gentle nudge
from the �nancial crisis of 2008 – that by 2018, it had fallen to 28.6
million (down 55% from its 1984 peak). It’s easy to read the line in
Figure 2.1 as a giant frown from newspaper executives.

The increased competition from television, cable, satellite, and the
Internet struck at the heart of newspapers’ economic model– advertising–
in two ways. First, smaller newspaper audiences reduced the value of
advertising; fewer eyeballs meant fewer possible customers. Second, the
Internet fundamentally changed the advertising landscape. Facebook,
Google, and other online behemoths could use cookies, browsing histor-
ies, and other personal data to match advertisers with consumers in a way
that newspapers never could. The Internet also created new forums for
advertising. Sites such as Craigslist would allow people, at no cost, to sell
their old furniture or rent their apartments. No longer would they have to
pay newspapers to reach potential buyers.

The �nancial consequences of these changes began to become clear in
the mid-2000s. Although newspaper advertising revenue grew steadily
through 2005 (seeFigure 2.2), it began to decline sharply in2006. By
2018, advertising revenue was down71% from just 12 years earlier, even
accounting for newspaper websites’ digital advertising. This “revenue
issue,” in the words of one reporter at a mid-sized paper in the
Midwest, came to pose an existential threat.“People aren’t picking up
the print product, which has historically been the money maker. As we’ve
moved online, the advertising dollars don’t transfer equally, and so we
need to be more ef�cient and more innovative and at the same time
continue to cover the news,” he told us. “That might be impossible to
do.” Jeff Parrott, who covers city politics and government for the much
smallerSouth Bend Tribuneidenti�ed the same problem.“People want to
read online for free . . .. And that means there’s no business model

7 Pew2019b.
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anymore because advertising doesn’t pay the same for online ads,”he
explained. Newspapers found themselves faced with a dilemma that was
the opposite of a rap lyric: less money, more problems.

Faced with declining advertising revenue, newspapers across the coun-
try responded predictably: They shut down or shrunk. Since2004, more
than 2,000 US newspapers have closed.8 The vast majority were small
weeklies, but several prominent dailies, including theSeattle Post-
Intelligencerand theYoungstown Vindicator, shuttered as well. The more
common effect of the�nancial upheaval, however, has been staff reduc-
tions at the nation’s 7,000 remaining newspapers.9 In the last 12 years,

$50 billion

$25

$0

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2018

������ � .� . US newspaper advertising revenue,1956–2018
Source:Pew Research Center2019c.

8 Abernathy 2018a.
9 As an indicator of the connection between newspapers’ � nances and their reporting

capacity, the correlation between annual advertising revenue and the number of newsroom
employees is0.96.
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the number of newspaper newsroom employees– reporters, editors, and
photo and video staff – has fallen by49% (seeFigure 2.3).10

Some of that, of course, is due to newspaper closures. But the news-
papers still in business now employ fewer journalists. In2004, there were
on average8.1 newsroom staff for every newspaper operating in the
United States. Today, that number is down to just5.5.11 The result has
been a fundamental change to reporters’ work lives. When Alex Rose
started at the Delaware County Daily Times in 2004, for example, he
recalls12 to 15 full-time reporters, about 40 correspondents, and a group

75,000

65,000

55,000

45,000

35,000

2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

������ � .� . Newsroom employees at US newspapers,2004–2018
Source: Pew Research Center2019c.

10 Peterson’s (2021) analysis of staf�ng data from an annual newsroom census and news-
paper directories reports similar trends.

11 To arrive at this number, we divided newsroom employment data from the Pew Research
Center by the number of newspapers in business, as identi� ed by the News
Deserts Project.
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of summer interns. Fast forward15 years and the newsroom is unrecog-
nizable. “We don ’t really have beats anymore because we don’t have the
manpower,” he explained.“ We’re down to two staff reporters and three
others who pitch in for us when we borrow them from other local papers
in our network. ” The Toledo Bladehas three times the circulation as the
Delaware County Daily Times, but has found itself in a nearly identical
situation. “It ’s not the newsroom it was when I walked in the door [in
2000],” Blade Executive Editor Kurt Franck lamented. “We had
170 people then, and now we’re at a little more than half of that. We
used to have a Washington bureau, and we don’t have that anymore.”
Darrell Ehrlick, a political reporter at the Billings Gazette couldn’t say
exactly how many colleagues he’s lost over the years because he
“quit counting after 30 rounds of cuts from layoffs.” Said one reporter
laid off from the Philadelphia Inquirer in 2007, “The guillotine has
�nally fallen. ” 12

A closer look at a selection of 40 large regional papers provides
another window into how the changing economic fortunes of newspapers
has hollowed out newsrooms across the country. Most of these outlets are
the “paper of record” for their city, and often for their state, constituting
the primary source of information about the activities of local and state
governments. Between2000 and 2009, three-quarters reported cuts to
their news executives and editorial management, according to�gures
compiled by the trade publication Editor & Publisher (seeFigure 2.4).
This includes positions like editorial page editor, city editor, arts editor, as
well as some lower-level positions.

Among the 30 papers in this group reporting cuts, the average decline
from the beginning to the end of the decade was substantial:45%. In
terms of raw numbers, this amounts to an average reduction of12.8
newsroom managers– the equivalent of �ring more than one person per
year. Some publications– such as theDetroit Free Press, which cut 76% –
slashed more severely than others. TheNewark Star-Ledger in
2000 reported 40 news managers, but only17 by 2009. Cuts by the
Providence Journal– which was down from 29 newsroom managers in
2000 to 16 by 2009 – were typical. Just�ve papers saw increases during
this period, and another�ve reported no change.13

12 Katharine Q. Seelye,“ Layoffs Imminent at Philadelphia Inquirer,” New York Times,
January 3, 2007. www.nytimes.com/2007/01/03/business/media/03paper.html (March
14, 2020).

13 See Appendix B for a description of our source and method for collecting staf� ng data.
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Change in news staff
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St. Louis Post•Dispatch
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Wyoming Tribune•Eagle

Las Vegas Review•Journal
Idaho Statesman

Arkansas Democrat•Gazette
Arizona Republic

The Virginian•Pilot
Post and Courier

Cleveland Plain Dealer
Baton Rouge Advocate

The Oregonian
Clarion•Ledger

Omaha World•Herald
Delaware State News
St. Petersburg Times

Denver Post
The Oklahoman

Charleston Gazette 
Anchorage Daily News

Commercial Appeal
Portland Press•Herald

Providence Journal
Wichita Eagle
Seattle Times

Bismarck Tribune
Argus Leader

Albuquerque Journal
Salt Lake Tribune

New Hampshire Union Leader
Newark Star•Ledger

Hartford Courant
Burlington Free Press
Des Moines Register

Birmingham News
Chicago Tribune

Detroit Free Press

������ � .� . Changes in news staff at selected regional papers,2000–2009
Note: SeeAppendix B for a description of our source and method for collecting staf� ng data.
Source:Data compiled from volumes ofEditor & Publisher ’s International Yearbook.

22 The Great Gutting of US Newspapers

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.002


These staff cuts didn’t immediately bring newspapers to their knees.
Publishers and editors restructured newsrooms, reassigned reporters, and
publicly championed the idea of “doing more with less.” Forced to
prioritize, maybe newspapers could serve the interest of the public with
a leaner and more nimble corps of journalists. Maybe these changes
wouldn’t diminish consumers’ access to critical information about their
local governments. Maybe it would all work out. But as we demonstrate
in the next section, the reality, predicted in2009 by former New York
Times editor Bill Keller, was that “what you can do with less, is less.” 14

������	� �
��� 	��� �
������ 
��� ����

Even as they suffer� nancially, newspapers remain the primary providers
of local public affairs reporting across the United States. As recently as
2019, media scholars Philip Napoli and Jessica Mahone in a study of
local media ecosystems characterized newspapers as“by far, the most
signi�cant providers of journalism in their communities.” 15 Local televi-
sion remains popular, and internet start-ups have tried to break into the
business of local news. But when it comes to substantive reporting about
local politics, those outlets provide just a fraction of the coverage that
newspapers do– a point we return to later in this chapter. Accordingly,
tracking changes in the local political coverage daily newspapers provide
is essential for understanding the extent to which local communities are
losing a key source of civic engagement.

Sample of Daily Newspapers

In order to measure local political coverage in newspapers across the
country and over time, we �rst identi �ed the largest circulating daily
newspaper in each of the435 US House districts.16 These local outlets
have the largest reach and thus the broadest consequences for citizens’

14 Zachary M. Seward, “ NYT ’s Keller: ‘What You Can with Less, Is Less’,” Neiman Lab,
November 9, 2009. www.niemanlab.org/2009/11/nyts-keller-what-you-can-do-with-
less-is-less/(April 2, 2020).

15 Philip Napoli and Jessica Mahone,“ Local Newspapers Are Suffering, but They’re Still (By
Far) the Most Signi� cant Journalism Producers in Their Communities,” Nieman Lab,
September 9, 2019. www.niemanlab.org/2019/09/local-newspapers-are-suffering-but-
theyre-still-by-far-the-most-signi� cant-journalism-producers-in-their-communities/(March
14, 2020). See also Hindman2018.

16 This is based on2014 circulation data.
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political engagement. We then narrowed the sample to papers we could
access through NewsBank, whose archives go back further in time than
other databases. Because our research question demands a longitudinal
analysis, we further restricted our list of papers to the202 with consecu-
tive coverage dating back at least to2003. For 60%, or 121, of these
papers, the full-text archives dated back to1996. In addition to giving us
at least one paper from every state, the diverse sample also captures the
largest paper in each state. In13 cases, the largest state paper was not
available in NewsBank, so we accessed the archives through ProQuest. In
the handful of cases in which a state’s largest paper was unavailable from
either database, we included instead the paper in the state with the
second-largest circulation.17 It is important to note that because of the
way these electronic databases archive content, our data include content
published on newspapers’ websites as well as in their print editions.

The data set re�ects coverage in different kinds of communities across
the country and variation in the size of the paper as well as the size and
characteristics of the markets. In our full data set, the smallest paper, the
Suffolk News-Herald in Virginia, had a daily circulation in 2014 of only
5,012. At the other end of the continuum, theNew York Times’ daily
circulation exceeded two million. Although our data set does not include
many especially small newspapers (or any weeklies), the overall story we
tell likely plays out in those as well.

Content Analysis of News Coverage

Once we assembled the sample of papers, we conducted a content analysis
to collect three essential measures for detailing the decline of local news
during the late 1990s and the �rst two decades of the 2000s. First, we
tracked the amount of local political coverage in each newspaper. For
each year, we identi� ed in each paper the number of news stories that
contained references to several major topics pertaining to local public
affairs. Speci�cally, we collected data on coverage of mayors, city and
town councils, local school boards, and county governments. US localities
have a diverse set of political institutions, but these four constitute the key
governmental bodies in the vast majority of communities. Thus, the way
that newspapers across the country have covered these topics over time

17 See Appendix C for a description of the sample and Appendix D for a list of
the newspapers.
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should re�ect their attention to local politics more generally. Moreover,
our four areas of focus have been identi�ed as the primary topics of
local political news coverage in research using methodologies different
than ours.18

Second, we collected data to contextualize changes in local political
coverage. By tracking news stories published about national politics (the
president and Congress), the governor, and the four major professional
team sports (basketball, baseball, football, and hockey), we can charac-
terize not only how newspaper coverage of local government has changed
in absolute terms, but also how that coverage has changed compared to
other types of content.

Third, we created a measure of the“ news hole” – an industry term that
refers to the amount of space for editorial content once advertising has
been placed. This includes news stories, but also entertainment, obituar-
ies, and the many other items that appear in the paper. For each paper, we
collected the total number of items it published each year, regardless of
the topic. This measure is critical for an assessment of how publishers
responded to their sinking �nancial fortunes. With increasingly limited
space for news, what did they prioritize? The existing work on the
decline of local news focuses on either changes to the overall volume of
local politics coverage or the ratio of local to national coverage. Our
measure of the news hole provides the� rst opportunity to determine
whether coverage of local government suffered larger cuts than other
newspaper content.19

��� �������
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We begin by describing the disappearance of the news hole over the last
25 years. Drawing on the121 papers for which we have data stretching
back to 1996, the drop in circulation and loss of advertising clearly
shrunk the space newspapers had for editorial content (seeFigure 2.5).
In 1996, the papers in our sample published on average about35,000
items per year– roughly 100 per day. Of course, there is a lot of variation.
The Los Angeles Times’ news hole20 years ago was around100,000. The

18 Martin and McCrain 2019; Peterson2021.
19 Despite our fairly blunt method of analysis– keyword searches– we are con� dent that

our approach effectively picks up stories speci� c to the individuals and institutions that
comprise each category of news coverage.Appendix E includes details about our search
procedures, as well as a discussion of the reliability and accuracy of our measures of local
news content.
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Spokesman-Review, in the considerably smaller Spokane, Washington,
was publishing only about one-�fth of that. Other papers published
even less. But on average, the news hole increased throughout the late
1990s and the early years of the2000s, hitting a peak of about 39,000
in 2004.

And then the bottom fell out. By 2008, the news hole had in just four
years decreased by12%. This change was merely the start of what would
amount to a catastrophic decline in the volume of news produced by local
papers. By2017, the news hole had contracted by43% (compared to
2004). With advertising moving online and to other sources, local news-
papers were shrinking to a degree that shocked almost anyone who had
worked in the newspaper business in the halcyon days of the early1990s.

21,883

38,954

1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 2017

������ � .� . The decline of the news hole
Note: Results are based on the121 newspapers for which we have content dating back to
1996 (seeAppendix D). The measure of the“ news hole” represents the total number of items
a paper published each year, once advertising had been placed.
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As size of the newspaper shrunk, the volume of news coverage
withered. Consider � rst coverage of local politics. In the upper left-hand
panel of Figure 2.6, we plot the average number of stories about local
politics published each year in the papers in our sample. In the late1990s,
newspapers published on average about4,000 stories about city hall,
county governments, and other topics every year– roughly 11 articles
every day. But beginning in the early2000s, local government coverage
began to fall, a decline that accelerated dramatically following the�nan-
cial crisis of 2008. Between1999 and 2017, the volume of local politics
news dropped by more than half (56%). At the close of2017, newspapers
were publishing fewer than�ve local politics stories per day.

Reductions in coverage can’t be divorced from the fact that reporters
were disappearing from the newsroom. The experience of newspapers in
some of Alabama’s major cities is illustrative. Between1996 and 2011,
local politics coverage at thePress-Registerin Mobile fell by about 10%.
That meant fewer stories every day about the city council or Mobile
County public schools. At the Birmingham News, local government
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3,267
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1,429
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3,473

5,835
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Sports

������ � .� . The decline of news coverage
Note: Results are based on the121 newspapers for which we have content dating back to
1996 (seeAppendix D). For speci� c search terms used to identify local politics, president,
Congress, and sports stories, seeAppendix E.
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coverage fell by24% over that same period. But when the two papers’
owner, Advance Publications, announced in the fall of2012 the decision
to suspend print publication for all but three days each week and dismiss
hundreds of staff, things got even worse. By2017, coverage of local
government in both papers was less than half of what it had been before
the layoffs. John Sharp, who covers the Mobile area for AL.com, the
umbrella site for the Birmingham News and Press-Register, told us that
the newsroom can still cover major local stories, but much less thoroughly
than the old days. “ The difference between now and the early2000s is
that we would have had more reporters to go around and cover different
angles [of the same story],” he said.“Now, it ’s pretty much me.”

The lament is similar at papers all over the country. Twenty-�ve years
ago, theNew Hampshire Union Leader published on average more than
seven local government stories each day. Now, with a dwindling team of
reporters handling multiple beats and scrambling to cover huge swaths of
the region, it’s down to about four – a reduction of close to40%. “This
afternoon, I’m going to a New England Patriots event about opioid
addition. I ’m covering the Durham holiday parade and the need for a
menorah. I’m doing a feature on a woman who is going on a moose
hunt,” Kim Haas, one of the paper’s correspondents, told us in the fall of
2019. “And then of course, I need to see if there are any interesting arrests
or happenings in local government. And that’s just this afternoon.”
Reporters at other papers said that investigative reporting“is done,” that
their stories are“undercooked,” and that they can’t talk to folks on the
street because“ ground level reporting is too time consuming.” At the
South Bend Tribune, Parrott was candid: “We ’re doing less coverage
overall, for sure. No one I know is willing to work without getting paid.
And we’re not paid to work more than 40 hours.” 20

To be sure, newspapers didn’t slash only their coverage of local polit-
ics. The remaining three panels ofFigure 2.6 display the average number
of stories about the president, Congress, and sports. Although the trends
are slightly different for each topic, local newspapers carry signi� cantly
less news about everything than they did two decades ago.21

These changes are closely related to the reduction of the news hole, as
illustrated in Figure2.7. Start again with the upper left-hand panel, which

20 See Peterson (2021) for more evidence of the way that newspaper staf� ng affects local
political reporting.

21 We also measured attention to state politics (speci� cally, the governor), and the trend is
similar to the graphs displayed inFigure 2.6.
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plots coverage of local politics. Each dot in the panel represents a year,
and the placement of the dot indicates the size of the news hole (the
horizontal axis) and the number of local politics stories (the vertical axis)
published that particular year. The diagonal line represents a summary of
the average relationship. The downward slope indicates a strong correl-
ation (0.97) between the two quantities: In the years when the news hole
was small, papers published fewer stories about local politics. The same is
true, with some variation, for the other topics as well. As advertising
dollars disappeared, the news hole shrunk. And as the news hole goes, so
goes news coverage.

What these correlations do not tell us, however, is whether the cuts to
local politics were more or less severe than reductions of other topics. In
other words, what content did publishers prioritize? Facing a steep drop
in space for news– and perhaps more importantly, diminished reporting
resources– publishers presumably had three options. First, they could cut
everything equally across the board, reducing coverage of all topics by
roughly the same amount. Second, they could cut national politics and
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������ � .� . The shrinking news hole and the decline of news coverage
Note: Results are based on the121 newspapers for which we have content dating back to
1996 (seeAppendix D). Each dot represents a year, and the placement of the dot indicates
the size of the news hole (on the horizontal axis) and the number of each type of news story
(on the vertical axis) published that particular year.
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sports more aggressively. Since that content was now available on cable
news and the Internet, focusing on local politics coverage, which con-
sumers couldn’t get elsewhere, might be one way to capitalize on a
product that local papers could still claim as a monopoly. Third, they
could opt to preserve national coverage and sports reporting at the
expense of local politics. Local public affairs reporting is relatively expen-
sive, requiring a considerable amount of reporting staff and time. But
coverage of national politics and (much) sports coverage could be drawn
from wire service reporting. Once a newspaper subscribes to a wire
service, there is no additional reporting cost, since a steady stream of
content is available.

We consider these possibilities by examining the percentage of the
news hole devoted to local politics, compared to other topics. By looking
at the data this way, we can“hold constant” the available space for
editorial content. If the share of the newspaper allocated to local politics
declines more steeply than the share devoted to Congress or sports, for
instance, it would suggest that publishers were less willing to commit
resources to local government coverage in the face of a shrinking news
hole. For this analysis, we focus on the sample of202 newspapers for
which we have data going back to2003, the moment when the contrac-
tion of the news hole began in earnest.

Put simply, local government coverage was cut signi�cantly more than
other topics. The upper left-hand panel ofFigure2.8 plots the share of the
news hole devoted to local politics from2003 through 2017. At its peak,
local government accounted for slightly less than10% of the editorial
content in the nation’s daily newspapers. By2017, that was down to less
than 8%, representing a20% cut. Even accounting for the shrinking news
hole, publishers allocated one-�fth less of the paper to local government
in 2017 than they had just15 years earlier. These cuts were widespread:
Seven out of10 papers in our sample reduced the amount of the news hole
devoted to local politics over this period.

At the same time, the trends for national politics and sports were very
different. Between2003 and 2015, presidential coverage, as a share of the
news hole, declined by about17%. But with the arrival of the 2016 elec-
tion and the can’t-look-away presidency of Donald Trump, stories about
the president shot back up to2004 levels. By 2017, they once again
constituted more than15% of the news hole. Perhaps more striking, the
portion of congressional coverage actually grew over this period. Between
2003 and 2016, the percentage of stories mentioning Congress held
steady, �uctuating no more than half a percentage point. But in 2017,
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that grew to 3.5%, higher than any year since1998. It is impossible to say
how much of this was the product of cost cutting by publishers or a
reaction to the newsworthiness of the Trump presidency and Republican
control of Congress. It is likely both. But it is clear that as the number of
pages in the newspaper shrunk, news consumers found a larger percent-
age of them taken up with stories about politics in Washington, DC.
Finally, the bottom right panel of the �gure shows that as local public
affairs reporting was de-emphasized, sports coverage became a growing
share of the newspaper. In stark contrast to the widespread cuts to local
politics, 53% of papers in our sample devotedmore of their newsprint to
sports in 2017 than in 2003.

In the early years of the twenty-�rst century, publishers had to make
hard choices about what to save. In the aggregate, our data show that
they chose to jettison the kind of public affairs reporting that sits at the
heart of the democratic enterprise. With engagement in local politics
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������ � .	 . The decline of local politics and other topics as a share of the
news hole
Note: Results are based on the202 newspapers for which we have content dating back to
2003 (seeAppendix D). Dotted lines are� tted linear estimates. For speci� c search terms used
to identify local politics, president, Congress, and sports stories, seeAppendix E.
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declining at the same time, it is hard to imagine that the demise of
newspapers wasn’t at least partly responsible.

��	 �
��� �� �	
 �	���	�� ����� -��� ���� ��� �
�
 ?

The counterpoint to our thus far gloomy assessment– Americans were
losing access to essential local news from their most reliable source– is
that the shrinking of newspapers coincided with an information revolu-
tion. As newspapers were imploding, electronic media were exploding,
with new news and entertainment websites emerging seemingly every day
in the early 2000s. Social media wasn’t far behind. Moreover, local TV
news remained, by some measures, the nation’s most popular news
source.22 In that environment, the demise of newspapers might simply
mean that consumers could stay informed by turning to the expanding
array of other media sources.

In one respect, that’s exactly what happened. Consumers interested in
national politics, sports, and entertainment turned to cable stations and
internet sites that could provide them more thorough and specialized
coverage than even many of the best newspapers could. Even if consumers
could no longer rely on their local papers for as much information about
the New York Mets or President Obama’s battles with Republicans in
Congress, there were an increasing number of convenient other ways to
get it. But for local politics, the options remained few.“It ’s not like the
Huf� ngton Post is going to show up at a Conway City planning commis-
sion meeting,” said Tyler Fleming, a reporter at theSun Newsin Myrtle
Beach, South Carolina. As we will demonstrate, neither television nor the
Internet have come to the rescue and stepped in to� ll the hole left by
legacy newspapers.

Local TV

One reason that local TV news might be viewed as a possible savior of
local political engagement is that the industry has fared better�nancially
in the last two decades than newspapers. In2004, for instance, local TV
advertising revenues were reported at$22.4 billion. In 2018, the number
was $20.4.23 Far be it for us to pooh-pooh a loss of$2 billion, but in the
contemporary local news environment– and especially compared to

22 Pew2019c.
23 Pew2019c.
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newspapers– this is not a dramatic drop. One reason for its relatively
steady �nances is that local TV remains popular, with a plurality of
consumers telling pollsters that they get local news from TV broadcasts.24

As a consequence, many outlets have avoided signi�cant newsroom cuts;
some have even grown.25 And theoretically, the decline of local news-
papers may have created an opening for local TV stations. By devoting
more attention to local politics, they might be able to attract consumers
who have grown dissatis�ed with the diminished coverage their local
newspapers provide when it comes to local government.

To investigate whether TV stepped up its public affairs coverage, we
collected data from transcripts of local TV station archives in NewsBank.
Electronically available broadcast transcript data are scarce, but we iden-
ti�ed 31 stations with coverage going back to at least2007 and over at
least three consecutive years. The stations cover nine different markets in
six states. For each of the31 stations – local ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC
af� liates – we used the same search protocol we did for the newspaper
content analysis to identify coverage that included discussion of local
government (mayors, city government, and school boards).26 We gener-
ated a measure of the news hole by calculating the percentage of tran-
scripts for a given station in a given year that included discussion of local
politics.27

The story from these data is clear: There is no evidence of a consistent
uptick in coverage of local government. InFigure2.9, each line represents
the percentage of transcripts in which a story mentioned the mayor, city
government, or the school board.28 Let’s say we consider it a change in
local government coverage if stations in a market increased or decreased
coverage by at least1 percentage point from the beginning to the end of
the time series. By that measure– a pretty minimal shift – our data show
an increase in local politics coverage in three markets, a decline in four

24 Wenger and Papper2017.
25 “ Research2019: Local TV and Radio News Strengths,” Hofstra University Newsroom

Survey. https://rtdna.org/article/2019_research_local_tv_and_radio_news_strengths
(March 15, 2020).

26 We could not include coverage of county government because there is exceedingly little of
it on TV news.

27 SeeAppendix F for a description of the content analysis of local TV news coverage.
28 The overall percentages of local politics coverage are higher than in our newspaper data

because these analyses are at the transcript (or broadcast) level, rather than the individual
story level. If we calculated the percentage of newspaper editions (not stories) that
included at least one mention of local politics, the number would almost certainly be
several times higher than the percentages for local TV news.
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others, and no change in one. In the cities that saw increases, the changes
are no more than 6 percentage points over6–10 years. Although not
nothing, these modest increases in local TV could hardly make up for
declines in newspaper coverage that were sometimes10 times
the magnitude.

It ’s also worth noting that TV coverage of local politics tends to lack
the depth of many newspaper articles. According to political scientists
Gregory Martin and Joshua McCrain, “Mentions of local of �cials by
name in news transcripts are rare. . .. That is, the average local news show
mentions a state or local of� cial by name about once every6 months.” 29

This may be why several of the newspaper reporters we interviewed said
that they don’t even consider the local TV stations as competition. In
Ohio, for instance, the Lima News technically competes with one TV
station but is not a true competitor because, according to reporter Josh
Ellerbrook, “the network doesn’t go very in-depth.” Honolulu Star-
Advertiser Kevin Dayton’s assessment of the local television networks is
similar. “TV has decided that government news isn’t a priority for them,”
he told us. Columnist Linda Blackford said the same is true for the
Lexington Herald-Leader, which competes with TV for advertisers, but
“not for getting the local news scoop.” Others mentioned that local
television stations tend to be based in larger cities outside of their circula-
tion area, so they don’t even cover the speci�c community the newspaper
reaches.

As newspapers have shed advertising revenue, slashed their news-
rooms, and reduced local politics coverage, TV news has remained a
pro�table and popular source of news for many Americans. But our data
offer no evidence that local stations in recent years have shifted their
content in ways that could help bolster local political knowledge or
participation. Indeed, local TV news is popular not because of its public
affairs content, but because consumers like its staples: crime and
weather.30 It is an unlikely savior of citizens’ political engagement.

Local News Start-Ups

If local TV isn’t �lling the void left by the decline of newspapers, what
about the great informational hope of the twenty-�rst century – the
Internet? Some observers have expressed optimism that local news

29 See Martin and McCrain’s (2019) appendix.
30 Pew2019d.
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start-ups, crowd-sourcing, and the tools of social media would emerge to
provide robust coverage of their local communities.31 Not only could
start-ups � ll the gap left by the retrenchment of newspapers, but by
positioning themselves as“hyperlocal,” they might be able to cover their
communities even more effectively than legacy news outlets. And with
fewer expenses– no printing presses, limited distribution costs, and lean
staffs – these outlets could thrive in the economic environment that has
decimated mainstream news organizations.

To examine the plausibility of this argument, we draw on a data set of
local news start-ups compiled by media scholar Michele McLellan.32 To
our knowledge, the list – known as “Michele ’s List” – is the most
comprehensive current collection of local online-only news outlets.33 To
be included on the list, a start-up must be“ devoted primarily to local
news,” update news reports “regularly, ” and meet a series of other
standards common to news organizations, such as a commitment to
accuracy. Although the list does not include every local internet site that
occasionally posts news articles, it does account for exactly the type of
sites that – if the Internet can step in where newspapers have stepped
away – would inherit the mantle of substantive local news providers.

We started by examining the462 sites based in the United States that,
as of March 2020, had a working URL. We classi�ed each site as includ-
ing news or politics, or not. Our coding was generous; if any content
touched on local news, we coded it as a“yes.” This includes health care or
business sites that provide information about elections, new ordinances or
regulations, and the like. Sites we deemed devoid of politics included not
even a modicum of anything resembling local news coverage.34

Overall, 400 sites (87% of those on the list) provided at least occa-
sional coverage of news or politics. But delving deeper shows that over the
course of the2000s, online news organizations have not reached a point
where they can be considered replacements for the journalism provided
by thousands of local newspapers across the country. Few can even be
considered supplements.

31 Jimmy Wales and Orit Kopel, “ The Internet Broke the News Industry– and Can Fix It,
Too,” Foreign Policy, October 19, 2019. https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/10/19/internet-
broke-journalism-fake-news/(September22, 2020).

32 “ Michele’s List.” www.micheleslist.org/(March 15, 2020).
33 Hindman’s (2018) analysis of online-only local news outlets is exhaustive, but it is based

on data that are now a decade old.
34 SeeAppendix G for a description of the content analysis of local news internet start-ups.
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Consider � rst the year each site was founded (seeFigure 2.10). The
majority – 53% – listed a founding date of 2012 or later. Seventy-eight
percent didn’t exist before2009. That means that most of these could have
done very little to help recoup the loss of information left by the signi� cant
decline of newspapers in the� rst decade of the twenty-� rst century.

Not only does the timing suggest that local news start-ups haven’t � lled
the void, but most of these sites are concentrated in a handful of (mostly
urban) areas. In the Michele’s List data set, fully23% (95) are located in
one state, New Jersey (seeFigure 2.11). This is mostly a product of one
large site with numerous af�liates (TAP). But it ’s not just New Jersey, or
the TAP sites. Along with the Garden State,�ve other states with large
urban areas and concentrated populations– California, New York,
Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Texas– account for 50% of all the
sites. The average number of local news start-ups in a state is nine, and
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������ � .��. The founding dates of local news start-ups
Source:Michele’s List, as of March 2020.
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most states have fewer. With a few exceptions, news start-ups are not
serving the thousands of mid-size and small communities across the
country that have traditionally been served by daily newspapers.

Even in the places where local news start-ups have established them-
selves, most have had a hard time gaining traction. In addition to in� ni-
tesimally small traf�c numbers for all but a few, journalists we spoke with
did not regard online news organizations as serious competition. Craig
Brown, the editor of the Columbian, a small paper in Washington state,
mentioned a couple of sites that, according to the paper’s analytics, have
“a loyal following, but not one that ’s growing.” That’s Tulsa World
reporter Jason Collington’s impression of the three or four websites that
have sprung up in and around Oklahoma as well.“ They try to do the
news, although I have no evidence that they’ve grown an audience,” he
said. One reporter in Ohio referred us to an online news Facebook group–
419NewsNow – that has become popular. But when we visited the site–
which has less than6,000 members– we found not local news, but rather,
links to national news stories about the coronavirus and an article about a
Texas zoo that will name a rat after your ex and then feed it to a snake on
Valentine’s Day.35 Tempting, for sure, but hardly the kind of thing that
could allow news start-ups to meet the public service function that news-
papers have ful�lled throughout US history.

�
	�����
	

The data presented in this chapter paint a portrait of a media landscape in
which coverage of local politics has eroded substantially. Newspapers,
facing tough �nancial times, had no choice but to scale back their
reporting resources. Coverage of local politics took a disproportionate
hit. As newspapers came to provide less and less reporting on their local
governments, other venues did not step in to replace them. Whereas cable
television and the Internet offer a steady stream of information about
national politics, sports, and entertainment, the same isn’t true for local
political affairs. When newspapers stopped telling citizens what was
happening in city hall or on their county commissions, there was no other
place where citizens could� nd it. Thus, the retrenchment at local news-
papers was most damaging to citizens’ access to the kind of reporting that
local newspapers were uniquely positioned to provide.

35 “ The New 419 News Now (Uncensored).” www.facebook.com/groups/
1338687922887731/ (March 15, 2020).
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Although the suffering at daily newspapers has been universal over the
last two decades, cuts to local government reporting have not been the
same at every outlet. Which kinds of papers, and what types of commu-
nities, have endured the biggest reductions in coverage of local politics?
To what extent have newspapers deprioritized certain aspects of local
government? And how have they made those decisions? Answering these
questions is central for understanding the potential consequences that the
erosion of local political coverage carries for citizen engagement. So these
are the questions to which we turn in thenext chapter.
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3

Where Local News Has Suffered Most

As �nancial upheaval in the news business has cut a trail of destruction
through newsrooms in recent years, the perilous state of local journalism
has become a news story itself. Headlines have detailed the struggles of
newspapers all over the country. National media outlets have recounted
the � erce legal battles for control of big city papers such as theChicago
Tribune1 and the Los Angeles Times,2 as well the mighty challenges
facing respected regional outlets such as theDallas Morning News.3

When the New York Daily News in 2018 became just the latest New
York City paper to announce plans to cut its newsroom– in this case by
half – one headline lamented,“The city that never sleeps�nds that it ’s
running out of reporters to report.” 4

Meanwhile, concern about the health of newspapers in the nation’s
smallest communities has been equally acute. Of the more than2,000

1 David Folken� ik, “ Fresh Newsroom Cuts at Tribune Stir Mistrust as‘Vulture’ Investor
Looms,” National Public Radio, May 20, 2020. www.npr.org/ 2020/05/20/859241046/
fresh-newsroom-cuts-at-tribune-stir-mistrust-as-vulture-investor-looms (September 28,
2020).

2 Cerianne Robertson,“ Where Do LA Times Staffers Go after They Leave the Paper? We
Found Out,” Columbia Journalism Review, May 30, 2019. www.cjr.org/business_of_
news/la-times-cuts-layoffs.php(September28, 2020).

3 Emily Goldstein, “ Will Dallas Morning News Layoffs Imperil Key Beats?” Columbia
Journalism Review, January 25, 2019. www.cjr.org/united_states_project/dallas-morn
ing-news-layoffs.php(September28, 2020).

4 Paul Farhi, “ The City that Never Sleeps Finds that It’s Running Out of Reporters to
Report,” Washington Post, July23, 2018. www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/the-
city-that-never-sleeps-� nds-that-its-running-out-of-reporters-to-report/2018/07/23/d4c94
10e-8e8f-11e8-bcd5-9d911c784c38_story.html?utm_medium=email&utm_source=next
draft (September28, 2020).
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newspapers that have closed since2004, the vast majority have been small
outlets in the “poorest, least educated and most isolated” parts of the
country.5 While news organizations throughout the United States have
experienced� nancial distress, this has been“especially true in smaller
communities.” 6 A 2018 Bloomberg Newsstory declared,“ Local News is
Dying, and It’s Taking Small Town America with It.” 7 Given these
headlines, a reader would be hard-pressed to tell whether big cities or
small towns have borne the worst of the local news crisis.

At the same time, it is also unclear how cutbacks have affected cover-
age of the different institutions of local government. A common refrain is
that pro� t-obsessed corporate chains and private equity funds adopted
scorched-earth policies that have left no corner of the newsroom
untouched. When the Tribune Company slashed61 positions at the
Baltimore Sun in 2009, for example, the cuts“hit nearly every type of
job in the 205-person newsroom.” A union representative described the
layoffs as“ stunning, just the breadth of them across the board.” 8 Writing
in the Washington Postin 2019, Steve Cavendish, president of Nashville
Public Media, said that Gannett’s “ slow-motion destruction” of
Nashville’s local newspapers had decreased coverage of virtually every-
thing – “ sports scores, city council meetings, and major news.” 9

But the notion of uniform cuts – everything must go – stands in
contrast to the logic of a pro� t-driven industry. As newspapers were
“getting eaten away at every level,” 10 they found themselves under more
pressure to maximize their shrinking revenue. In trying to save the local
government coverage they viewed as most pro�table, publishers may have

5 Abernathy 2018b.
6 “ Town by Town, Local Journalism Is Dying in Plain Sight,” Associated Press, March 10,

2019. www.cnbc.com/2019/03/10/town-by-town-local-journalism-is-dying-in-plain-sig
ht.html (January25, 2020).

7 Riley Grif � n, “ Local News Is Dying, and It’s Taking Small Town America with It,”
Bloomberg News, September5, 2018. www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-05/
local-news-is-dying-and-it-s-taking-small-town-america-with-it(January25, 2020).

8 Lorraine Mirabella, “ Sun Cuts 61 in News,” Baltimore Sun, April 30, 2009. www
.baltimoresun.com/news/bs-xpm-2009-04-30-0904290118-story.html (January26, 2020).

9 Steve Cavendish,“ Local Newspapers Have Already Been Gutted. There’s Nothing Left to
Cut,” Washington Post, January 25, 2019. www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/local-
newspapers-have-already-been-decimated-theres-nothing-left-to-cut/2019/01/25/248fe1
02-200d-11e9-9145-3f74070bbdb9_story.html (January26, 2020).

10 “ Town by Town, Local Journalism Is Dying in Plain Sight,” Associated Press, March 10,
2019. www.cnbc.com/2019/03/10/town-by-town-local-journalism-is-dying-in-plain-sight
.html (January25, 2020).
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sacri�ced the beats and stories they viewed as less attractive to audiences–
although not necessarily less important to the civic health of communities.

In Chapter 2, we showed that tectonic shifts in the media business
decimated newspapers in the� rst two decades of the twenty-�rst century,
leaving Americans with access to dramatically less reporting about their
local governments. In this chapter, we turn our attention to how that
reduced access to local politics coverage played out. Drawing again on
our content analysis of more than 200 local newspapers from
2003 through 2017, we �rst investigate the extent to which the local
news crisis has affected large versus small daily papers across the country.
We then examine which parts of local government were the most likely to
be ignored by local newspapers as their reporting ranks thinned. These
analyses are critical because they shed light on the kinds of communities
that lost the most coverage and the parts of local government most likely
to go without scrutiny.

��� ����� 	�
� ��
�
� �� �
� �	� ����� 	�
�������

Which kinds of newspapers have been hardest hit by the changing media
landscape? It depends who you ask. One account suggests that small
papers have suffered the most. The logic behind this story is straightfor-
ward. Because community newspapers typically operate with smaller
budgets and a more limited�nancial cushion than their big-city counter-
parts, they were less equipped to withstand the loss of advertising and
circulation revenue. As layoffs mounted and the news hole dwindled,
small papers found it exceedingly dif�cult to maintain robust coverage
of their communities. And although relatively few dailies shuttered
altogether, the papers with small circulations were more� nancially vul-
nerable and would have been forced to cut their coverage more dramatic-
ally than larger papers with deeper pockets.11

An alternative account suggests that small-market dailies may have
been able to maintain their local coverage more effectively than bigger
papers. Media studies scholars Christopher Ali and Damien Radcliffe
suggest that newspapers serving small communities provide a more“valu-
able, distinctive service,” 12 which puts them “in a stronger position than

11 Of the newspaper closures identi� ed since2004 by the University of North Carolina’s
News Deserts Project,90% are weeklies.

12 Damien Radcliffe and Christopher Ali, “ If Small Newspapers Are Going to Survive,
They’ll Have to Be More than Passive Observers to the News,” Nieman Lab, February
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their metro cousins.” 13 Whereas readers expect small papers to cover
local government and community affairs – their bread-and-butter –
readers of larger metro or regional papers expect a mix of local, national,
and international coverage. The audiences for small-market dailies also
may have been more stable, as residents of small communities are more
likely than people in larger urban areas to get their news from local
outlets.14 And because smaller papers historically have had high penetra-
tion rates, they may have been better positioned to maintain value for
their advertisers.

Differences in the advertising markets served by large and small news-
papers might have also worked to smaller papers’ advantage. The emer-
gence of the Internet and the proliferation of free online message boards
and marketplaces– most obviously, Craigslist– robbed papers of reliable
classi�ed advertising revenue that had been a core part of their business
model. By one estimate, the damage was$5 billion between 2000 and
2007.15 But Craigslist and other sites appeared initially in large, urban
markets, allowing newspapers in smaller communities to hang on to their
classi�ed advertising revenue longer. The more limited media ecosystem
in small markets may have helped too, since businesses had fewer local
outlets in which to advertise.16 In major metropolitan markets, by con-
trast, advertisers enjoyed a growing number of (cheaper) ways to reach
consumers, including geographically targeted digital advertising and
social media. All of this may have somewhat insulated small dailies from
the worst of the revenue crisis, allowing them to preserve more of their
local coverage than papers in larger markets.17

Both perspectives are plausible, but previous efforts to determine
which is true have not yielded a clear answer. Some work employs a
qualitative approach, interviewing journalists and industry professionals

2, 2017. www.niemanlab.org/2017/02/if-small-newspapers-are-going-to-survive-theyll-
have-to-be-more-than-passive-observers-to-the-news/(January25, 2020).

13 Christopher Ali and Damien Radcliffe, “ Small Market Newspapers in the Digital Age,”
Columbia Journalism Review, November 15, 2017. www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/
local-small-market-newspapers-study.php(January25, 2020).

14 Pew2012.
15 Seamans and Zhu2014.
16 Poepsel2021.
17 Margaret Sullivan, “ The Local News Crisis Is Destroying What a Divided America

Desperately Needs: Common Ground,” Washington Post, August 5, 2018. www
.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/the-local-news-crisis-is-destroying-what-a-divided-america-
desperately-needs-common-ground/2018/08/03/d654d5a8–9711-11e8–810c-5fa705927d54_
story.html (January25, 2020).
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about how they have dealt with the crisis.18 Other accounts focus on
individual newspapers or just a handful of outlets to illustrate the types of
papers and methods that have fared better or worse.19 These approaches
undoubtedly shed light on the strategic responses or newsroom practices
adopted by journalists trying to continue to serve their communities. But a
full account must also provide a systematic analysis of how reporting on
local government has changed over time at different kinds of newspapers
serving different kinds of communities.

The News Hole Shrinks, Especially in Major Dailies

In Chapter 2, we demonstrated that the news hole began to shrink in the
early 2000s, falling precipitously as advertisers gravitated away from
print and began to target consumers with search engine advertising and
through social media. This meant less space for news in general, which
meant less space for coverage of local government in particular. What we
don’t know is whether and how that pattern differed for papers of
different sizes.

Using circulation data from the industry publication Editor &
Publisher, we placed our dailies into four circulation categories: less than
25,000; 25,000–45,000; 45,000–90,000; and more than 90,000. These
divisions represent quartiles from the group of papers for which we
collected any data from NewsBank. Restricting the sample to papers for
which we have the full2003–2017 time series leaves us with202 dailies–
41 papers in each of the smallest two circulation groups, and60 in each of
the two largest categories.20

Circulation data are of course only a proxy for a newspaper’s overall
readership in the internet age; they do not account for online readers and
subscribers. But papers with larger print circulations also have larger
readerships in all formats. And although newspaper size is not a proxy
for the rural-urban divide, larger newspapers in our data set are far more
likely than smaller papers to serve more densely populated, urban

18 Christopher Ali and Damien Radcliffe, “ Small Market Newspapers in the Digital Age,”
Columbia Journalism Review, November 15, 2017. www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/
local-small-market-newspapers-study.php(January25, 2020).

19 Deborah Fallows and James Fallows,“ Our Towns: The Last Family-Owned Daily in
Mississippi,” The Atlantic, May 10, 2019. www.theatlantic.com/notes/2019/05/future-
local-journalism-case-study-mississippi/588865/ (January25, 2020).

20 The full list of papers appears inAppendix D.
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communities.21 Thus, differences in the news hole across newspaper size
can tell us something about the magnitude of the reductions in coverage
of local government in different types of communities.

Between2003 and 2017, large papers experienced a more dramatic
shrinking of the news hole than small ones (seeFigure 3.1). As in
Chapter 2, our measure of the news hole is the total number of items
published by each newspaper in a given year; larger numbers re� ect a
bigger news hole, meaning more space for editorial content.22 In the
smallest dailies in our data set– those with circulations less than25,000
(top left-hand panel) – the news hole generally increased through2011,
before beginning a slide over the next six years. In papers in the
25,000–45,000 range, the upward trend was more abbreviated, with things

11,138

12,937

2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

Less than 25K

13,509

23,073

2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

25K�45K

18,215

31,953

2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

45K�90K

28,410

52,130

2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

More than 90K

�
���� � .� . The size of the news hole, by newspaper circulation
Note: The news hole represents the average number of total items published in202 daily
newspapers in each year, broken down by circulation size.

21 Based on US Census data, the home county for our smallest papers (less than25,000
circulation) was on average78% urban. It increases to 83% for the 25,000–45,000
circulation papers,90% for the 45,000–90,000 papers, and98% for the papers with a
circulation of 90,000 or more.

22 SeeAppendix E.
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starting to get relentlessly bad around2008. But the larger two categories
of papers saw their volume of editorial content shrink as early as2004 and
move precipitously downward for the next decade-plus. These patterns are
consistent with the argument that smaller newspapers were more insulated
from the forces roiling the print advertising business in the early2000s.

Because the size of the news hole varies signi� cantly across the four
categories of papers– the largest papers in2003 had more than four times
the number of stories as the smallest ones– the slope of the lines in the
graphs doesn’t indicate which set of papers saw the biggest drops, in
percentage terms. But comparing the size of the news hole in2017 to
the peak year for each group of papers does. And that calculation makes
clear just how devastating the local news crisis was for large metropolitan
dailies. First, consider the smallest papers. At their peak (2011), papers
below 25,000 circulation published on average12,937 items. By 2017,
that had declined by14% (to 11,175 items) – certainly a massive loss of
product for a business based on generating content. But for papers in the
larger three categories, the numbers are even more severe. The news hole
shrunk 37% at mid-market papers, and a whopping 43% and 46%
respectively for the two largest circulation categories.

The journalists we interviewed suggested one reason for these huge
losses is that large metro newspapers long had a bounty of content of all
types – news, entertainment, sports, classi� ed ads, special advertising
inserts, and more. As advertisers began to take their business elsewhere,
large papers simply had more to lose. Shane Fitzgerald, the executive
editor at the Bucks County Courier Timesin Pennsylvania, observed the
differences from perches in newsrooms of various sizes over the last few
decades.“ I think the bigger newsrooms were– well, spoiled is the wrong
word – but they got used to being well-funded and there was a little bit of
a sense of entitlement,” he said. Small papers, on the other hand,“ didn’t
have a lot to start with.” Already relatively lean, they were more insulated
from the crash in part because they had a smaller volume of advertising to
begin with. Jill Spitz, managing editor of the Arizona Daily Star in
Tucson, told us that for dailies in major metro areas,“ the real problem
is the massive decline in retail advertising. And we as an industry didn’t
prepare for it, and we lost our competitive advantage.” Elite papers, such
as The Washington Post and the New York Times, have managed to
maintain and even grow their audiences by building a national brand, but
that isn’t an option for local papers whose competitive advantage is
necessarily limited by geography.“ All papers our size are suffering and
facing similar challenges,” Spitz said.
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For newspaper readers in larger markets, the consequences of a thinner
paper were predictable– and sometimes comical. One reporter at a large
Southern daily lamented in an interview how little news the paper now
produces:“The paper’s not what it used to be.” Over the years, the print
product had grown so emaciated that it wasn’t even heavy enough for
delivery drivers to toss onto the reporter’s property. “For a while, the
carrier was sticking aWall Street Journalin there so it would weigh down
the paper, literally, to get it over the fence,” the reporter told us. “I was
getting a freeWall Street Journaljust for the weight.”

Cuts to Local Politics Are Severe, Especially at the Smallest Papers

The massive declines in the news hole at large dailies also translated into
massive declines in the volume of published news, especially about local
politics. Consider Table 3.1, which displays the reduction in coverage of
both local politics and other topics, broken down by circulation category.
Local politics refers to the number of published stories containing refer-
ence to the mayor, city government, county government, and school
board. Other topics are national politics, state politics, and sports.23

Given the sizeable reduction in the news hole at the major dailies, it’s
no surprise that papers in the two largest circulation categories saw the
biggest percentage-point drops in the volume of coverage between
2003 and 2017. As they bled resources– both editorial space and
reporting staff – big-city dailies found themselves cutting their coverage
dramatically. The typical reductions in local coverage at the biggest
papers were twice as big as the reductions at the smallest papers. But
reductions in local political coverage were substantially larger in papers of

����� � .� . The decline of coverage of local politics and other topics,
by circulation size

Less than25K 25K–45K 45K–90K More than 90K

Local Politics –27% –48% –53% –54%
Other Topics –9 –33 –41 –42

Note: Entries indicate the percentage point drops in coverage of local politics and other
topics in 2017 compared to the peak year of coverage for each category of newspaper.

23 Details on the content analysis appear inAppendix E.
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every size than the collective cuts to coverage of national politics, state
politics, and major sports.

Perhaps more striking is that the smallest papers experienced the
biggest proportional cuts to coverage of local government. While the
absolute volume of reductions was largest at the big dailies, the very
coverage that small newspapers can uniquely provide to their commu-
nity – and that virtually no other outlets deliver – is exactly the coverage
that suffered. Local coverage was reduced300% more than other topics
at the smallest papers, but only about30% more at the largest papers. In
response to�scal pressures, then, smaller papers were actually less likely
than bigger dailies to prioritize local coverage.

We can also get a sense of the content publishers prioritized and sought
to preserve by calculating the percentage of the total news hole devoted to
local politics versus other topics, and then tracking how those propor-
tions changed over time. To do that, we divide the number of stories
about local politics each year by the total news hole for that year. We do
the same for our measure of other topics. In the two smallest categories of
papers– those with less than45,000 circulation – the share of the news
hole devoted to local government fell by23% between2003 and 2017. In
the larger dailies, the cuts were smaller, with the local politics share of the
news hole dropping by about17%. Large papers no doubt were slashing,
but relative to the size of the news hole, the sweep of the blade wasn’t as
wide as it was at smaller dailies. Meanwhile, newspapers of all sizes in our
sample either increased or held steady in how much of the paper they
devoted to national politics, state politics, and sports.

The breadth of the cuts to local politics, especially in the smaller dailies,
is evident inFigure 3.2. Here, we present the percentage of papers within
each circulation category that cut the share of the news hole devoted to
local politics and other topics between2003 and 2017. Roughly three-
quarters of papers in the three smallest circulation categories saw declines
in coverage of local politics, compared to just60% of the largest dailies.
Small papers were also more likely to see declines in coverage of state
politics, national politics, and sports. Within every category, more papers
preserved their nonlocal government coverage.

These patterns are especially pronounced in the very smallest news-
papers. Nine papers in our data set had circulations of less than15,000.
Among these, eight saw a decrease in coverage of local government as a
share of the news hole between2003 and 2017. (The one that saw an
increase is the largest of the bunch, theWyoming Tribune Eagle.) On
average, these smallest papers reduced the share of the news hole devoted
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to local politics by 25% over this period. That is the heftiest reduction of
any group of papers in our sample.

Based on data from the US Census Bureau,Table 3.2 shows that the
counties served by these nine smallest papers were less populous, more
rural, slightly poorer, and older than the communities served by other
papers.24 In these markets, the local newspaper is the primary news
outlet – and often the only one– that covers local government. Not only
have residents of these communities lost a larger share of their local
political news than other Americans, but in many cases they have no
alternative venues to turn to as their newspapers have withered.

The story that emerges from our analyses is nuanced. Large news-
papers were in some ways the hardest hit by the reduction of advertising
revenue in the early2000s. Because they had more to lose and faced

Local
politics

Other
topics

71%

54%

71%

51%

77%

38%

60%

42%

Less than 25K 25K�45K 45K�90K More than 90K

�
���� � .� . Percentage of papers with decreases in coverage as a share of the
news hole, by circulation size
Note: Bars represent the proportion of daily newspapers in each circulation category that
experienced a decline in coverage of local politics and other topics, as a share of the news
hole, from 2003 to 2017.

24 We matched2010 data from the US Census Bureau on population, population density,
median income, and median age to the home county for each newspaper in our sample.
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bigger cuts to their page counts, the reductions in the total volume of local
news coverage in big cities around the country were dramatic. But critic-
ally, the communities that have suffered disproportionately– in terms of
information loss – were the ones served by smaller papers. Even though
the news hole declined less in these papers, theshare of the news hole
devoted to local news shrunk more than it did in larger papers. Contrary
to the hopes of some, smaller papers haven’t on the whole been able to
maintain a stronger commitment to covering their local communities than
have big-city papers.

��� ����� �� ����� �������� ���� ��� ��� ��

Although smaller papers reduced their coverage of local government
more aggressively than larger papers, newsrooms of every size were
forced to grapple with the practical consequences of fewer resources.
But within that environment, papers had choices. One approach might
have been to make cuts with all the precision of a meat cleaver, effect-
ively reducing staff and reporting capacity across the board. In some
ways, this is the picture painted by many accounts of the local journal-
ism crisis, which often offer a laundry list of beats and civic institutions
now getting only sporadic attention or no coverage at all. Given the
diminished product that readers see every day, this narrative has the ring
of truth.

But the economic logic of the media business suggests that cash-
strapped news outlets might have taken a more strategic approach.
Even in newspapers’ highly pro� table heyday, publishers authorized
their staff to devote resources to the stories and coverage that would

����� � .� . Characteristics of communities served by the smallest papers
versus others

Population
Percent
Urban

Median
Income ($)

Median
Age

Less than15,000
Circulation

647,286 75 50,709 38

All Others 922,630 89 52,092 36

Note: Entries present averages for the home county for newspapers in each category based
on 2010 US Census Bureau Data.
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maximize their return on investment (That was why they were so pro� t-
able!). In a time of � scal austerity, maximizing return on investment is
even more critical, suggesting that newspaper executives would have
been more deliberative about what local news content to keep and what
to scrap.

Two key elements merit consideration. The� rst is cost. Coverage that
is resource-intensive– for example, requiring signi� cant reporting time
or staff – is less attractive to publishers than content that can be pro-
duced cheaply. That’s one reason investigative journalism has declined
in recent years– because of the perception that it is too expensive to
support.25 The second element is demand: Content that will increase
circulation, readership, or online traf� c will be more valuable to pub-
lishers than coverage that produces a collective yawn from readers,
regardless of how“ important ” it may be. Audience demand has become
even more in� uential in an era in which web traf� c and reader engage-
ment produce real-time measures of the popularity of content. Indeed,
critics argue that these metrics are so powerful that they can“ drown
out” other substantive evaluations of the quality of news reporting.26

And since consumers express more interest in some types of local news
than others,27 we would expect newspapers toprioritize the coverage
that is likely to produce a higher return on investment. After all, when
someone’s house is on� re, they don’t grab an even selection of all of
their possessions as they run for the door; they try to save the stuff that’s
most valuable.

School Board and County Government Coverage Are
Cut Disproportionately

Our analysis�nds indeed that the types of local government coverage that
require signi�cant reporting resources and aren’t especially pro� table
were most likely to end up on the chopping block. We draw this conclu-
sion by disaggregating our local politics measure into its component
parts – stories mentioning the mayor, city government, county govern-
ment, and local school boards.

25 Hamilton 2016.
26 Petre2015.
27 Pew2019e.
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Of course, coverage of these central aspects of local politics has never
comprised a great deal of the news hole. Mayoral coverage is by far the
most prominent, but even at its peak in our time series, it never consti-
tuted more than4% of everything newspapers published (seeFigure3.3).
That is paltry compared to the attention the newspapers in our sample
devoted to topics not connected to local politics. For instance, in2003,
stories mentioning the president accounted for15% of the news hole –
nearly four times the coverage of mayors. Coverage of the four major
sports accounted for15% as well.

Relative to other local government stories, though, the prominence of
mayoral coverage isn’t surprising. In most cities, mayors are involved
with most aspects of local politics, so coverage of local politics often
means coverage of mayors. But it is also consistent with the media’s
tendency to personalize political news. Just as national political media
frame most of their coverage around the actions of the president– even
before Trump – local news outlets place city leaders front and center.
Stories about elections, scandals, controversial decisions, and mayors’
efforts to command the spotlight in their city often mean that mayors
become the focal point of local political coverage.

Perhaps owing to its news value, mayoral coverage has experienced
less severe reductions than the other parts of local government. For
instance, between2003 and 2017, the share of the news hole devoted to
mayors fell 8%. Although the comparison is not easy to see in the�gure,
that was less than one-quarter of the36% reduction in school board
coverage. Put another way, one out of every three stories written about
school boards in 2003 had disappeared by2017. County government
coverage, meanwhile, declined24%. Coverage of city government also
saw a substantial, though less extreme, reduction of19%.

This was generally the case across the board, regardless of circulation
size (seeFigure 3.4). Even though we might expect smaller papers to
have preserved more coverage of essential community institutions,
such as schools and county commissions, the evidence says otherwise. In
fact, consistent with our earlier �ndings, the reductions were largest
when we look at the smallest papers in our sample. Among those with
less than15,000 circulation, the average reduction in schools coverage
was 56%.

These patterns aren’t just the product of especially severe cuts at a
handful of outlets. When we consider the share of newspapers in each
circulation category that cut coverage of their local school boards, the
reductions are remarkably widespread. Eighty-three percent of papers
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County government
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�
���� � .� . Types of local politics coverage as a share of the news hole
Note: Lines re� ect the share of news coverage (the number of stories on a topic divided by
the news hole) devoted to each of our four topics.
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smaller than25,000 circulation cut the share of their news hole devoted to
schools between2003 and 2017. That number was 90% among the
outlets with circulations between25,000 and 45,000. Those� gures were
just slightly bigger than the share of newspapers in the largest two
circulation categories cutting school board coverage. The cuts to county
coverage were similarly widespread, with roughly7 in 10 newspapers in
our data set devoting a decreasing share of the news hole to stories about
county government.

With newspapers of different sizes in different markets in different
states making such similar editorial judgments, the question is, Why?
The dozens of interviews we conducted with editors and reporters suggest
school board and county government coverage suffered because of a mix
of both supply and demand factors. In an era of� nancial stress and
changing business models, stories about school administrations and
county government were viewed as producing a smaller return on invest-
ment. As a result, they ended up doomed to be deprioritized.
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•30

•35%
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County

Schools

Less than 25K

•19
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•32

•41%
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•18

•28

•37%

Mayor

City
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Schools

More than 90K

�
���� � .� . Percent reduction in coverage as a share of the news hole, by
circulation size
Note: Bars represent the reduction in each type of coverage in202 daily newspapers from
2003 to 2017.
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Fewer Reporters Means Less Schools Coverage

Consistent with our quantitative content analysis, numerous journalists
told us that the education beat suffered especially signi� cant cuts at their
papers. In part, this was a matter of simple mathematics– with many
papers trimming (or eliminating) their education staffs, schools coverage
had to go. One journalist at a large paper in the Midwest, for example,
told us that the paper once had eight people covering education. With a
“ very complicated system and something like20 school districts,” that
was a sensible level of staf� ng. But by 2019, the education beat– private
schools, public schools, colleges, and universities– had been whittled
down to a single reporter. Not only can’t the paper cover the many school
board meetings it could years ago, but the depth of the coverage has also
suffered.“ We de� nitely can’t follow up on anything that happens at those
meetings,” the journalist said.“ There’s no opportunity to dig deeper to be
enterprising.”

At the Honolulu Star-Advertiser, another big-city paper, education
coverage also“ took a hit, ” said Kevin Dayton, a veteran reporter who
has worked as a journalist in Hawaii for more than two decades. Even as
late as 2015 or 2016, the paper had one full-time and one part-time
reporter covering primary, secondary, and higher education. But by
2019, a single part-timer remained. How might one part-time employee
cover a statewide school board and a university system with16
campuses?“ Can’t be done,” Dayton told us.

Journalists at smaller newspapers offered similar accounts. Schools
coverage at theSouth Bend Tribune“ just isn’t what it used to be,” said
reporter Jeff Parrott.“ We used to have a speci� c reporter for each school
corporation. Now we have one person who has to cover everything–
inner city schools, af� uent schools, schools way out in rural areas.” That
lone reporter “ just doesn’t have the luxury to attend all the meetings or
have the detailed knowledge base we used to have.” Consequently,
Parrott said, the paper is“ missing a lot of important things happening
in the schools.”

With shrinking newsrooms, the decision to scale back education cov-
erage is partly about resource allocation. Publishers have become more
reticent to commit reporters to a single beat– especially ones that often
involve lengthy meetings, such as school boards– because that leaves
them unavailable to cover other stories.“ When you have fewer bodies,
you can’t send someone to every single meeting,” said John Martin, an
editor at the Philadelphia Inquirer. At the Lexington Herald-Leader,
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Linda Blackford specialized in higher education for more than two
decades as a reporter, becoming“one of the most respected journalists
in Kentucky.” 28 Now a political columnist, she explained that as the
newsroom went through a period of “utter decimation” – going from
about 120 people to30 – she“came to cover more topics, and that’s true
of everyone.” Instead of just higher education, Blackford also began
writing about taxes, allegations of government corruption, and other
stories. Covering fewer education-related meetings didn’t reduce the qual-
ity of the paper’s coverage, she said, since at those meetings“ lots of the
time, nothing happens.” But the upshot of the changes is that the paper is
decidedly“ doing less.”

Education reporting also took a hit because schools coverage is just not
very popular. In a massive2019 survey, the Pew Research Center found
that the share of Americans describing local news about schools as
“important ” was lower than the percentage who said the same thing
about weather, crime, traf�c and transportation, and government and
politics. Citizens also deemed school news as less“interesting” than
stories about restaurants, arts and culture, and sports. Education
reporting appears to reside in a consumer demand dead zone, less import-
ant than other hard news topics and less interesting than entertainment
coverage.29

These twin forces– costly supply and weak demand– help explain why
newspaper management has de-emphasized coverage of school boards,
which often feature time-consuming meetings that rarely produce grabby
headlines. When Jennifer Napier-Pearce became the editor of theSalt
Lake Tribune in 2016, the newsroom had just been through four rounds
of layoffs, and she was intent on avoiding another one. Her solution was
to be more “selective,” to choose“stories with scale,” and to focus on
what readers cared about most, stories that“are broader and have more
impact.” That meant a reduction in the number of reporters at local
government meetings, including the school boards. But Napier, who has
since left theTribune, told us the trade-off was necessary to ensure that
the paper is getting“the most bang for the buck.” Blackford, the Herald-
Leader columnist, said her coverage of higher education became more
limited as the paper’s website grew more important, “because those

28 Peter Baniak,“ Welcoming a New (but Familiar) Voice to the Herald’s Opinion Pages,”
Lexington Herald-Leader, June 13, 2019. www.kentucky.com/opinion/article231474568
.html (January26, 2020).

29 Pew2019d.
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stories don’t get the clicks.” The analytics-driven decision-making of
modern newsrooms is a far cry from an earlier era, when Martin, the
Philadelphia Inquirer editor, could make $500 a week writing up dis-
patches from community meetings.“We didn ’t know who was reading
the stories,” he said,“but we had bodies to do it.” With reporters’ time
and readers’ attention now at a measurable premium, school board
coverage hardly appears worth it.

As Circulation Drops, County Coverage Loses Value

The demise of county government coverage stems from a similar, but
slightly different, form of economic discrimination tied to newspapers’
changing business models. For much of the twentieth century, newspapers
bene�ted from geographically large circulation areas. Having a subscrip-
tion base in counties outside the cities where newspapers were headquar-
tered not only boosted circulation revenue, but also made the paper
attractive to advertisers in those communities. Business owners wanted
to reach consumers who lived near their businesses, and the local news-
paper was a natural vehicle. To keep hold of those readers– and more
importantly, the advertising revenue– publishers had an incentive to
cover the county governments that served these often far-� ung commu-
nities. Sometimes that meant establishing county bureaus, sometimes it
meant simply assigning a staff reporter or freelancer to a county beat.

As advertising dollars moved elsewhere beginning in the early2000s,
the value of a print subscriber base in outlying counties declined. Because
businesses could increasingly reach consumers in other ways, advertising
in the printed paper became less of a priority. Consequently, newspapers
had fewer �nancial incentives to maintain those readers, which often
meant de-emphasizing coverage of county governments. As media
scholars Jay Jennings and Meghan Rubado note, many newsrooms
adopted a strategy of“refocusing of news content on the central or main
city of the newspaper and a handful of more populous or high-readership
neighboring communities.” 30

The Toledo Blade is a perfect illustration of this strategy because in
many ways, it has de�ed the trends in local government coverage we’ve
described up to this point. While most papers through the early2000s
slashed coverage of municipal government, theBlade’s mayoral and city

30 Jennings and Rubado2019.
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hall coverage generally held steady. In2017, 5% of its stories mentioned
city government, which was more than in any year in the last two decades,
according to our content analysis. Kurt Franck, theBlade’s general man-
ager and executive editor, told us that the paper had done better than
many others because its independent owners, the Block family, were
“ committed to our journalism.”

But even with supportive ownership, theBlade hasn’t avoided signi� -
cant cuts to its coverage of county government outside Toledo. Compared
to the paper’s peak in2004, the share of the news hole devoted to county
government in 2017 was down 17%. Much of this is about staff cuts,
which have shrunk the newsroom by about half from the170 who
worked there in 2000. Beyond Lucas County, the largest in the paper’s
coverage area, theBlade can’t devote much attention to counties where
the paper has traditionally circulated, Franck told us.“ We don’t cover
some of the outlying areas like we used to,” he said.“ I’m not proud that
we’ve had to cut back. But it’s about dollars and cents.”

The retrenchment in coverage of county governments was a theme we
heard repeatedly in our interviews with reporters and editors, from New
England to the Midwest to the Gulf Coast.“ Even in my small beat, I have
towns where I have no idea what’s happening,” said Kim Haas, a corres-
pondent for the New Hampshire Union Leader. “ There’s just not enough
manpower.” Newsroom cuts at the Bloomington Herald-Times have
meant that “ reporters have more beats, but still only40 hours a week,”
Rick Jackson, the paper’s managing editor, told us.“ So if there’s a decent
story out of Brown County, which is far, it ’s unlikely we can do it.” Mike
Burbach, the editor of thePioneer Pressin St. Paul, explained that he has
“ had to condense to the core” and is “ more concentrated now in our
three core Minnesota counties.” He compared these lean times to the“ fat
and happy days,” when the paper’s coverage was“ far � ung.” For John
Sharp, at AL.com, a story outside the site’s metro coverage areas–
Mobile, Birmingham, and Huntsville – has to be big to justify writing
about it. Most mundane bureaucratic activities don’t qualify. “ If it ’s the
city of Daphne [across the Mobile Bay], which is about30,000 people,
I don’t go cover the budget there,” he said. Others noted that they“ miss a
lot of news, especially in smaller townships” and that places they used to
cover on the outskirts are“ total news deserts now.”

As is the case with education reporting, it’s especially unattractive to
devote resources to county government when it doesn’t interest many
readers. Several of the journalists we interviewed alluded to this point.
Blackford, of the Lexington Herald-Leader, said the paper had only
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recently returned a reporter to Eastern Kentucky– and that was only
feasible because his salary was being paid by the nonpro� t Report for
America. “ We didn’t have someone there for years,” she said.“ Fewer
people are affected by anything that happens.” John Hamilton, one of
two political reporters for the Wilmington News Journal, was blunt about
the cost-bene� t calculation in covering politics outside the paper’s core
market: “ We’re not going to drive out to the middle of nowhere to talk
about � ve candidates who are competing to win a handful of votes. We
don’t have time and no one cares,” he told us. Spread thin already, the
paper has to focus on“ what draws interest in the community.”

Quality over Quantity?

The story thus far is one of dark clouds for local journalism. But our
analysis doesn’t eliminate the possibility of a silver lining. Since our data
rely on story counts, we can speak only to quantity, not quality. And
many of the reporters and editors we interviewed voiced a surprising
degree of optimism about the work they are doing, even in dif� cult
circumstances. Forced to focus only on the top-priority stories, news-
papers can no longer be“ everything to everyone,” as one reporter put
it. That shift, some said, has led to journalism that better serves their
communities than the wider array of coverage common in an earlier era.

Some reporters said one way in which that is true is that they now
focus on � nding areas of their communities that are underreported and
bring them to readers’ attention. At the Boston Globe, a small group of
staffers is covering politics in Rhode Island, where a hollowed out
Providence Journal can no longer cover signi� cant parts of the state
government as it once did. TheGlobe’s Ed Fitzpatrick, a formerJournal
reporter, gave as an example a story he wrote in2019 about high rates of
absenteeism among teachers in the Warwick public school system.
Despite the fact that nearly half the system’s teachers had been absent
more than 10 days during the previous school year, other news outlets
weren’t covering it. “ People need to know that,” he said.

Numerous journalists also told us that while they can no longer
provide the breadth of coverage they once did, there is a renewed focus
on depth. At the Bloomington Herald-Times, Jackson said one of the
paper’s goals is to tell in-depth stories“ better than everyone else.”
Although the paper doesn’t have reporters for the specialized beats it
once did – business, health care– the remaining staff is encouraged to
focus on “ bigger, broader projects, rather than covering all things all the
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time.” In Tucson, theArizona Daily Star has tried to provide their readers
a unique lens on immigration,“ understanding border issues in a different
way,” said Spitz, the paper’s editor. For Napier-Pearce, formerly of the
Salt Lake Tribune, the paper’s comparative advantage is watchdog
reporting. With a reputation for holding government accountable, she
decided to make that type of coverage“ a core value and high in our
mission.” A journalist at a small mid-Atlantic daily described a similar
approach. “ We’re trying to position ourselves as a more in-depth news
source,” the reporter said. “ We’re going to provide background and
interviews, not just the write up.” In theory, that approach might yield
more informative coverage for readers– prioritizing wheat, dispensing
with chaff. The gamble is that readers care more about thorough
reporting of major stories than more limited coverage of a wide array
of topics.

The hope that journalists express about the work that they’re doing is
understandable. But it remains very much an open question whether the
� nancial crisis of the 2000s has led to“ better” coverage. Some news-
rooms may want to tell the most important stories in a more compelling
way, de-emphasizing their traditional roles as stenographers at boring
meetings and humdrum press conferences. But whether the journalism
being produced in America’s newsrooms in fact better serves the demo-
cratic needs of communities will have to wait on a study that can system-
atically assess the quality of coverage of local governments and compare it
over time. What we can say unequivocally is that when it comes to the
amount of local political coverage, newspapers– and citizens– are far
worse off today than they were two decades ago.

��	����
�	

The last 20 years of local journalism have been grim, a narrative told in
verbs such as demise, decimate, devastate, and decline. No part of the
business has gone unaffected, with some newspapers disappearing
altogether and others reduced to such shells that it just seems like they’ve
disappeared. Our analysis in this chapter tells a consistent and worrisome
story: Papers of all sizes across the country have dramatically reduced
their coverage of local politics, and the cuts to schools and county
government reporting have been especially severe. Despite some struc-
tural advantages, small outlets have done no better– and the smallest
ones have fared worse– than their big-city counterparts in preserving
coverage of local government. The data are bleak.
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The implications of our � ndings are troubling. They underscore how
the ability of the media to serve their most important democratic account-
ability function is tied precariously to their economic fortunes. As
covering school boards and county governments has grown more costly
over the years, and as the demand for coverage of those institutions has
waned, newspapers have responded by pulling back. Nothing in our
interviews suggests that journalists see these parts of government as
objectively less important than mayors or city hall; most lament the
retrenchment. But as more than one told us, the cuts are simply a matter
of economics. Reporting on schools and county government is less pro� t-
able than other parts of the government, so it had to go. In the new
normal for local media, government institutions that are time-consuming
to cover or that don’t generate online clicks are more likely to escape
public scrutiny.

These effects will be felt more severely in some communities. As our
analysis shows, reductions in local politics coverage have been the most
severe– measured as a share of the news hole– in small newspapers. With
relatively small budgets to begin with, small-market newspapers have
been squeezed nearly to death. This is not to say that the reductions in
large papers are not alarming; they are. But for residents of cities such as
New York, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, or Atlanta, there is some comfort
in the fact that local television stations and a handful of online outlets
provide at least a modicum of information about what those cities’
government of� cials do on a day-to-day basis. In the small communities
where the cuts to local coverage have declined most sharply, newspapers
constitute virtually the only substantive source of news about local gov-
ernments. There’s no place else for residents to turn.

Ultimately, our � ndings amplify and expand on the concerns raised by
numerous scholars, journalists, and analysts. The economic logic of the
news business has reduced citizens’ ability to keep tabs on various parts of
their local institutions. What remains to be seen is how coverage of local
government matters for citizens’ political engagement. That’s the focus of
the next two chapters.
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4

As Local News Goes, So Goes Political Engagement

The profound withering of the local media environment in recent decades
has left residents of communities across the United States with access to
less and less reporting about their local governments. Throughout the
same period, surveys have shown Americans paying less and less attention
to local politics. Many cannot identify or even recognize the names of
their local elected of� cials. And turnout in local elections has continued its
downward slide.

To the journalists who have watched their newsrooms shrink, their
colleagues depart, and column inches disappear from the newspaper, the
connection between these developments is obvious.“People don’t know
what’s going on,” one editor at a mid-size Southern daily told us.“They
can’t be informed even if they want to be.” With newspapers forced to
focus only on the biggest stories, coverage of, and endorsements in, lower
level races are scarce. Residents“don ’t know about the candidates for
mining inspector or magistrate,” said Jill Spitz, editor of the Arizona
Daily Star. Uninformed and unmotivated, voters stay home.

The many public reports about the demise of local journalism conclude
the same.“With the loss of local news, citizens are: less likely to vote, less
politically informed, and less likely to run for of�ce, ” read a sweeping
2019 report by PEN America.1 “Voting and consuming news – these
things go hand in hand,” one editor told the report’s authors. Media
critic Margaret Sullivan observes that at many newspapers,“staff and
ambitions are so diminished that they can no longer do the day-to-day

1 PEN America2019.
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reporting that allows citizens to make good decisions at the polls about
their governmental representatives.” 2

Compelling and intuitive as these accounts are, the link between the
decline of local newspapers and citizen engagement is no slam-dunk. To
some observers, the very technological forces that ushered in the local
news crisis– the Internet and social media– may also blunt its effects by
allowing voters to remain informed without a need for legacy gatekeepers
in the traditional media. In addition, some academic research suggests the
decline in local engagement may be a product of consumers abandoning
local news, not reductions in newspapers’ reporting capacity. If that is
true, then journalists and philanthropic organizations may have the
causal relationship exactly backward.

This chapter provides a thorough empirical account of the connection
between local news and political engagement during the last two decades.
Drawing on a variety of data sources, we go beyond the existing research
to demonstrate that the demise of local newspapers we documented in
Chapters2 and 3 indeed contributes to reductions in political engagement
in America’s cities and towns. The concerns expressed by journalists and
local news advocates are very real, and we offer persuasive evidence to
back them up.
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Because newspapers have long been the primary source of political infor-
mation in communities across the United States, it would hardly seem
controversial to assert that Americans’ knowledge of and participation in
local politics would have fallen. Indeed, a long line of research has shown
that the mass media have a big effect on political engagement. When
voters have access to large amounts of public affairs reporting, they know
more about what their elected of� cials are doing.3 Exposure to political
news also stimulates participation.4 Logically, a weaker local news envir-
onment should mean less engagement. But the claim that the erosion of

2 Margaret Sullivan, “ The Constitution Doesn’t Work without Local News, ” The Atlantic,
July 14, 2020. www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/07/constitution-doesnt-work-
without-local-news/614056/ (October 1, 2020).

3 Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; de Vreese and Boomgaarden2006; Jerit, Barabas, and
Bolsen2006.

4 Eveland and Scheufele2000; Tolbert and McNeal 2003.
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political coverage in local newspapers has led to a decline in citizens’
engagement with local politics is not universally accepted.

Some critics argue that citizen engagement no longer depends on
mainstream local news because the Internet has made it so easy to become
informed. In this view, technology has“democratized” information, and
the massive reduction of local government coverage in newspapers should
have only a limited effect. After all, city council meetings are streamed
online,5 and local governments make huge amounts of information dir-
ectly available to citizens.6 Mayors use their own websites and email
newsletters to communicate with constituents.7 Candidates for county
commissions and school boards create campaign websites, open to
anyone with an internet connection. With information just a click away,
traditional media outlets such as newspapers should be less important for
promoting citizen engagement.8

These same sentiments have accompanied the meteoric rise of social
media. They’ve perhaps been even more pronounced, with some imagin-
ing that Facebook, Twitter, and other forums could promote political
engagement in two ways. First, with news feeds serving as the new“front
page” Americans read over their morning coffee or on their way to work,
keeping up with local government is quick, easy, convenient, and free.
Mayors and other local elected of�cials can communicate directly and
authentically with their constituents, provide updates on their cities and
towns, and air grievances against other politicians.9 And with the ability
to personalize content, social media can serve up the information con-
sumers are most interested in, further enhancing engagement. Second, the
explicitly social nature of social media makes it easy for individuals and
groups who want to organize protests, petitions, and letter-writing cam-
paigns to solicit support and participation through their networks. Far
better than individuals sitting at home alone reading the newspaper, the
networks at the center of social media– actual friends and acquaintances,

5 Type into any search engine the name of a city in the United States along with the phrase
“ live stream city council” and you’ll � nd numerous results that allow you to click on a link
and watch public meetings, either in real time or through many cities’public
meeting archives.

6 Scott 2006.
7 “ Meet the Mayors,” United States Conference of Mayors.www.usmayors.org/mayors/

meet-the-mayors/(April 30, 2020).
8 Kang and Gearhart2010.
9 Zack Quaintance, “ Twitter, Facebook Offer Local Gov Tips at Mayors Conference,”

Government Technology, January24, 2020. www.govtech.com/social/Twitter-Facebook-
Offer-Local-Gov-Tips-at-Mayors-Conference.html(April 30, 2020).
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as well as“friends” who live in the same geographic communities– can
inform and mobilize, boosting engagement at the local level.

The obvious dif�culty for the internet-as-savior account is that
Americans’ knowledge of local government and participation in local
elections have been declining as the Internet has become a ubiquitous
feature of modern life. One reason is the paucity of internet start-ups that
cover local politics, as we discussed inChapter 2. Another is that the
nature of the Internet – and the dominance of web traf� c by Google,
Facebook, and Amazon– has served to reduce Americans’ exposure to
local information, not increase it.10 Anyone on social media knows that
most political news isn’t about county commissions or city councils; it’s
about the latest political triumph or outrage in Washington, DC.11

The fact that the Internet hasn’t saved political engagement, however,
isn’t evidence that its decline has been caused by local newspapers’
retrenchment. One alternative argument is that changes in Americans’
media habits are responsible. With a growing number of choices for news
and entertainment, US consumers have gravitated away from local news
sources to national ones. As people’s media diets have become increas-
ingly saturated with entertainment or national news via cable TV or the
Internet, their connection to local politics has weakened.12 By this
account, declining coverage of local government is a lagging indicator
of lower political engagement, not a cause.

Empirically sorting through these arguments has been dif�cult, as
previous research has not thoroughly connected newspaper coverage over
time to comprehensive measures of citizen engagement with local politics.
To do so, we rely on a diverse collection of evidence to establish the
relationship between local news and citizen engagement. Our analyses–
which we describe in more detail throughout the chapter– are based on a
combination of individual-level and aggregate-level data, self-reports and
real-world behavior, and cross-sectional and panel surveys. More specif-
ically, we draw on polling data to estimate the relationship between
citizens’ news consumption habits and their knowledge of local politics.
We use election returns to connect news coverage of city politics to

10 Hindman 2018. See also Hindman2009 on the failure of the Internet to enhance
democratic engagement.

11 Matthew Weber, Peter Andringa, and Philip M. Napoli, “ Researchers Analyzed More
than 300,000 Local News Stories on Facebook. Here’s What They Found,” NiemanLab,
September 12, 2019. www.niemanlab.org/2019/09/researchers-analyzed-more-than-
300000-local-news-stories-on-facebook-heres-what-they-found/(April 30, 2020).

12 Darr, Hitt, and Dunaway 2018; Hopkins 2018; Trussler2020.
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patterns of voter turnout. We study online search behavior to examine
how local news coverage affects Americans’ interest in local government.
And we take advantage of panel surveys to document an individual-level
causal connection between changes in local news coverage and changes in
local engagement. No single piece of our analysis is iron-clad on its own,
but the accumulation of evidence produces a collectively persuasive
account.
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As an initial step, we �rst consider the relationship between local news
consumption and local political engagement– do they in fact go“hand in
hand”? If citizens no longer need traditional news outlets because they
can interact with local government directly through city websites or social
media, then newspapers’ demise may be minimally important. But if
people who read newspapers, whether in print or online, know more
about local government and are more likely to participate in local politics
than people who don’t, that suggests newspapers’ decline may have
deleterious consequences for engagement. And if newspapers are more
important for political engagement than other kinds of local media, such
as TV news, that would be evidence that newspapers remain a powerful
source of political information.13

To begin our examination of that relationship, we draw on multiple
waves of the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). In2016,
2017, 2018, and 2019, we developed survey modules that were adminis-
tered to samples of1,000 respondents each fall.14 In 2016 and 2018, the
surveys were conducted in the lead-up to the presidential and midterm
elections. In2017 and 2019, they took place in a nonelection year (in all
but a handful of states). These are not panel surveys, so each year’s
sample includes a separate cross section of respondents.

In each survey, we asked two sets of questions. One queried respond-
ents about their local news consumption habits. Although we asked about
a range of media sources, our primary measure is based on a question
about whether respondents had in the previous24 hours read a local
newspaper (either online or in print). The wording of this question–

13 See also Peterson2019.
14 See Appendix H for information about the CCES and our measures of

political engagement.
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asking about consumption in the previous day– is useful for gauging
whether respondents regularly consume a particular media source.

In a second set of questions, we asked respondents about their know-
ledge of and recent participation in local politics. Among them:

� the name of the mayor of their city or town (if they lived in a place with
a mayor)

� the name of the superintendent or head of the local school district
� whether they had recently engaged in�ve types of local political

participation15

We did not ask the same questions in every survey, but we did ask each
item at least twice, so we have observations for each measure in
multiple years.

The data demonstrate an unequivocal connection between newspaper
reading and local engagement. Regular newspaper readers are more likely
than nonreaders to know basic information about their local government
and to participate in local politics. Even controlling for college education,
gender, age, race, partisanship, and general political interest– all of which
might affect people’s engagement separate and apart from their news
consumption habits – reading a local newspaper is a consistent and
statistically signi� cant predictor of whether respondents know the name
of their mayor and local school superintendent.16 For instance, in our
2019 survey, the probability that a respondent who read the newspaper
knew his or her mayor’s name was55%. For a non-newspaper reader, it
was 42% (seeFigure 4.1). Similarly, newspaper readers in2019 were 12
percentage points more likely than nonreaders to name their
school superintendent.

Newspaper readers are also more likely to vote in local elections, reach
out to elected of�cials, and attend local meetings. In2017, for example,

15 The activities are (1) voted in a local election; (2) attended a local political meeting; (3)
signed a letter or petition about an issue in your community; (4) used social media to
communicate about politics in your community; and (5) contacted a member of your
local government. SeeTable H.1 for participation in each activity.

16 We coded responses as correct if they included a name (i.e., something other than“ I don’t
know” or leaving the answer blank). This is necessary because our surveys do not contain
information about respondents’ city of residence, which means we don’t know for sure
the name of their mayor and superintendent. Our choice to code as correct any substan-
tive answer means that we are likely overestimating local knowledge and underestimating
the effect of news consumption, since offering an answer is easier than knowing the right
one. In that sense, the approach constitutes a conservative test of our argument.Appendix
H includes additional discussion of this measurement strategy.
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� � .� . Local newspaper consumption and local political engagement
Note: Results are predictions from regression models controlling for numerous demographic
and political variables (seeTable H.2). The mayor and superintendent graphs display the
probability that a respondent knows the relevant item, broken down by whether a
respondent reads the local newspaper or does not. The participation graph presents the
average number of acts of local participation (out of� ve) the respondent engaged in. Data
are from 2016–2019 modules of the Cooperative Congressional Election Study.
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newspaper readers engaged in an average of2.16 acts of local participa-
tion. For respondents who said they didn’t read local news, the average
was just 1.16. In other words, local participation among newspaper
readers was between15% and 20% higher than among nonreaders.17

It is also newspaper reading speci�cally, rather than exposure to local
news in general, that spurs political engagement. We know that because
in addition to asking respondents about reading the paper, we also asked
whether they watched local TV news.Figure4.2 compares the knowledge
and participation increase newspaper readers get to the boost that comes
from watching local TV news. For simplicity, we rely just on our
2019 survey.

Across the three measures, the increase in knowledge among news-
paper readers, compared to nonreaders, is generally larger than the
comparable differences between TV watchers and non-TV watchers.
Consider the odds that a respondent will name her school superintendent.
It ’s 11 percentage points higher if she reads the newspaper than if she
doesn’t, but there is essentially no difference between a respondent who
does and does not watch local TV news. In fact, TV watchers do about
1 point worse. Newspaper reading also boosts participation more than
does watching TV news.18 Our question about the mayor shows a similar
pattern, although the difference is not quite statistically signi�cant. 19 The
more pronounced effect of newspaper exposure is perhaps not surprising
given the paucity of substantive public affairs coverage on local TV news.
Whereas television news may help residents stay informed about state-
wide and federal elected of� cials, as prior studies have shown,20 news-
papers appear particularly important for engagement with politics at the
truly local level.

Still, these relationships remain suggestive, since we don’t know that
newspaper readingcausespeople to engage more with local politics. Our

17 In 2019, we also asked respondents whether they approved or disapproved of their
county governments. Once again, reading a local newspaper was a strong and signi� cant
predictor of whether someone could offer a response. Controlling for other factors, the
probability that a newspaper reader could evaluate the county government was85%. For
nonreaders it was just71%.

18 We display percent changes to keep the participation effects on a comparable scale to the
mayor and superintendent measures. In raw numbers, the newspaper effect is0.66 (on the
6-point scale) and the TV effect is0.21.

19 Wald tests show that the newspaper coef� cient is signi� cantly larger than the local TV
coef� cient in the superintendent and political participation models (p< 0.05), but not in
the mayor model.

20 Hopkins 2018; Moskowitz 2021.
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�ndings could result from the fact that the politically engaged are more
likely to read the newspaper because they enjoy it. Controlling for a
variety of factors helps mitigate this concern, as does the� nding that
newspaper readership is a stronger predictor of engagement than TV
viewing. But we can’t dismiss the possibility that the relationship is
spurious. In addition, these analyses don’t allow us to say anything about
variation in the volume of actual newspaper coverage, either across
communities or over time, to which respondents have access.

��
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��
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To demonstrate that variation in news coverage itself is related to political
engagement in the real world, we draw on a data set of voter turnout
in mayoral elections from 1993 to 2011. Compiled by Thomas
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11%

4%

Know mayor Know superintendent Local participation

����
� � .� . Newspaper reading versus local TV viewing and local political
engagement
Note: Results are predictions from regression models controlling for numerous demographic
and political variables (seeTable H.3). The mayor and superintendent bars display the
change in probability that a respondent knows the relevant item if he/she reads a local
newspaper or not, and if he/she watches local TV news or not. The participation bars present
the percent change in the average number of acts of local participation. Data are from a
module of the 2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.
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M. Holbrook and Aaron C. Weinschenk, these data are based on publicly
available election returns from localities throughout the United States.21

A key advantage of analyzing election data is that they represent actual
political participation, not just survey respondents’ self-reported behav-
ior. For our analysis, we focus on the217 elections in73 cities for which
we have both a measure of voter turnout and a measure of local news-
paper mayoral coverage, drawn from the content analysis we detailed in
Chapters2 and 3.22 For instance, in Boise, Idaho, we have turnout data
from four mayoral elections – 2001, 2003, 2007, and 2011 – and cover-
age in those years from the local newspaper, theIdaho Statesman. With
similar data in six dozen cities all over the United States, we can examine
the relationship between local news coverage and turnout in local elec-
tions in a wide variety of contexts.

Although 1993 is the earliest election in the data set, most took place
later, amid the local news crisis. In all,76% of the elections we analyze
occurred between2003 and 2011, during which time the decline of local
news accelerated. For every city, we have at least two elections, and for
more than 60% of them, we have at least three. In22 cities, we have4 or
more observations. Thus, we can consider not only how variation in news
coverage may explain differences in voter turnout across cities, but also
how changes in coverage can affect turnout from election to election
within the same city.23

The basic trends con�rm that over the course of this18-year period,
both news coverage and mayoral turnout declined. Turnout in the elec-
tions between1993 and 1999, for instance, averaged31.8%. In that same
period, the average mayoral coverage share of the news hole was4.8%.
Fast forward to the last four years of our data set,2008 through 2011,
and turnout was just 21.9%. Meanwhile, mayoral coverage had fallen to
4.1% of the news hole, a 15% decline. This is a somewhat arbitrary
division of time periods, but slicing the data in other ways yields the same
conclusion: Between the end of the1990s and through the�rst decade of

21 We are grateful to Holbrook and Weinschenk for sharing their data.
22 We exclude runoff elections. SeeAppendix I for a detailed description of the mayoral

election data.
23 The turnout measure is calculated by dividing the votes cast in the mayoral election by the

city’s citizen voting age population. As Holbrook and Weinschenk (2014) note, their
estimates are similar to� gures from other studies of mayoral turnout. On average,
turnout in the 217 elections in our data set is24.4%.
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the 2000s, local mayoral coverage and mayoral turnout were on a twin
downward trajectory.24

These rough comparisons don’t account for a number of explanations
for these trends, including the characteristics of the cities holding elections
in particular years. But examining just the22 cities for which we have
data in at least 4 years allows us to focus on changes within the same
localities. This approach has the advantage of holding constant many
other variables that affect turnout, such as demographics, whether elec-
tions are partisan or nonpartisan, governmental structure, and population
size. And when we do, the same pattern persists. In15 of these22 cities,
the turnout rate in the most recent mayoral election was lower than in the
earliest one. Likewise, the percentage of the news hole devoted to mayoral
coverage fell in16 of 22 cities. In Boise, Idaho, for example, as mayoral
coverage in theIdaho Statesmanfell from 7.7% (2001) to 3.5% (2011) of
the news hole, mayoral turnout declined from 24.8% to 11 .4%.
Remarkably, that’s a virtually identical 54% drop in both. At a purely
descriptive level, local newspaper coverage and voter turnout have moved
in tandem over time.

Figure4.3 presents a more detailed look at the strength of the relation-
ship. Each dot represents one of the217 elections in our data set. Its
placement on the graph re�ects the percentage of the news hole devoted to
mayoral coverage in that year (horizontal axis) and the level of voter
turnout in the mayoral election (vertical axis).

The wide spread of the dots indicates substantial variation in the
relationship. In some elections, both turnout and news coverage are
relatively high (Philadelphia in 1999). In others, both are low (Wichita
in 2007). And in some, the two do not appear strongly related (Louisville
in 2006). But the downward sloping line – representing the average
relationship between turnout and coverage– indicates a tendency for
the two to move together. In statistical terms, the correlation between
the two measures is0.25, which represents a signi�cant, albeit not
intensely strong, relationship. The decline in newspaper coverage clearly

24 For example, the turnout rate up through2002 was 27.8%. But starting in 2003 – as the
local news crisis began in earnest– turnout was just 23.4%. In those two periods,
mayoral coverage dropped from5.2% to 4.2% of the news hole. Alternatively, if we
compare the� rst 50% of our observations (up through 2005) to the second half (2006
through 2011), we � nd that turnout and mayoral coverage were higher in the earlier
period (26.3% and 4.7%) than in the later one (22.5% and 4.2%). Finally, when we
divide the data into seven time periods spanning1993–2011, the correlation between
turnout and news coverage is0.41.
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helps us understand variation in turnout, but it is also just one of many
forces explaining why people vote.

Of course, to produce a persuasive estimate of the relationship, we
can’t just compare turnout and news coverage in one city to another, or
from year to year within the same city. After all, turnout in a given
election in a city is likely related to turnout in that city in earlier elections.
Demographic factors, such as a city’s ethnic makeup, population size, and
education level, all affect turnout. And timing matters, too; when mayoral
contests are held in presidential or midterm years, turnout will be much
higher than in off-year elections.25 When we employ � xed-effects and
random-effects models to address these realities, we consistently con�rm a
relationship between local mayoral coverage and turnout.26 Depending

Louisville
2006

Philadelphia
1999

Wichita
2007

0

75% turnout

02%4%6%8%10%

Mayoral coverage as a share of news hole

����
� � .� . The relationship between mayoral turnout and local newspaper
coverage
Note: Each dot represents one of217 mayoral elections. The share of the news hole is based
on our content analysis, and the mayoral turnout data were compiled by Thomas Holbrook
and Aaron Weinshenck.

25 Hajnal and Lewis 2003; Holbrook and Weinschenk 2014; Marschall and Lappie 2018.
26 SeeTable I.1.
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on the model, a1 percentage point decrease in coverage is associated with
a 1–2 percentage point drop in voter turnout. In a place like Boise, that
implies that the 4-percentage point drop in mayoral coverage between
2001 and 2011 may have accounted for up to8 points of the 13-point
turnout decline over that time. The precise relationship varies from city to
city and election to election, but there is no doubt a connection.

A � nal set of analyses, in which we consider the possibility that reduc-
tions in local government reporting in general– not mayoral coverage
speci� cally – contributed to the decline in mayoral turnout, bolster that
conclusion.27 We �nd that reductions in coverage of city government,
school boards, and county government bear no relationship to turnout
levels in mayoral elections. Instead, mayoral coverage in particular– the
very information that voters would � nd most helpful – is signi�cantly
connected to turnout.

This � nding has at least two important implications. First, it supports
our contention that a loss of relevant reporting reduces citizens’ engage-
ment in local politics. When the cost of acquiring information about an
upcoming mayoral election goes up, participation goes down. Second,
when newspapers eliminate beats or reduce coverage of speci�c parts of
government, political engagement connected to those institutions falls.
That presumably does not bode well for future participation in elections
for school boards or county government, where newspapers have made
drastic cuts in recent years.

To be sure, our interpretation of these data– that news coverage is a
causeof voter turnout – relies on some key assumptions. Perhaps most
notably, we assume that a reduction in news coverage and not a change in
other factors, such as campaign activity, is responsible for the decline in
voter turnout. Although there are both theoretical and empirical justi�ca-
tions for that account, there are necessarily limitations on how strong our
causal interpretation can be.
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People who read newspapers are more engaged with local politics, and
reductions in local news coverage over the last20 years are tied to the
downward slide in turnout in local elections. But measures of people’s

27 SeeTable I.2.
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actual behavior that we can more con�dently tie to news coverage itself
would provide further evidence for our causal argument. Here, we turn to
Americans’ online search behavior to study how local news reporting
affects interest in local government.

Online searches are a valuable measure of local engagement for at least
three reasons. First, searches are clear indicators of people’s interest in a
topic – in our case, local government. Although interest itself is not the
same thing as knowledge or participation, it is a critical antecedent of
both.28 If people aren’t interested in local politics, we can hardly expect
them to know much about it or get themselves to the polls. Second, online
searches represent real behavior. And because they happen in private,
they’re not subject to social desirability biases or social pressure that
might lead people to exaggerate their true interest in politics. More so
than answers in surveys, searches re� ect genuine interest. Third, news
coverage theoretically should lead to changes in the frequency of searches
about local politics. That’s because local politics represents a low-salience
topic that most people don’t think about in the absence of news coverage.
This is different than searches that are driven by personal experience– for
instance, when people suffer from allergies (“ allergy medicine for sneez-
ing”) or need to buy new running shoes (“best deal Asics GEL”). Thus, to
the extent that news coverage and online local politics searches move in
tandem, it is almost certainly the case that the relationship is causal.29

Our analysis draws on Google Trends data from2004 through 2016 in
50 metropolitan areas around the country, one in each state. For each
metro area, we collected data on the popularity of Google searches related
to the mayor, city government, and school boards.30 Google Trends
measures search popularity on a scale from0 to 100, with higher scores
indicating greater popularity. The score is relative to the popularity of
searches for all other terms. We combine the search data with our content
analysis of coverage of the same topics in the local newspaper serving

28 Prior 2019.
29 Some may wonder about reverse causality– the possibility that increases in citizen interest

in local government might produce more news coverage. But that is highly unlikely,
because it’s hard to imagine how citizens en masse would become interested in, say, their
local city council without having been alerted to some important development by the
news media. In addition, prior empirical work has found that news coverage affects
politics-related internet searches, but searches do not drive coverage. See Southwell
et al. 2016 and Weeks and Southwell2010.

30 See Hopkins2018 for a similar approach that examines interest in state governors.
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each metro area in each year.31 For example, we match the search data
from Denver for each year to the news coverage data we collected from
the Denver Post.

Consistent with our expectations, local politics searches have declined
along with reductions in news coverage about local government. Consider
the top panel of Figure 4.4. The solid line represents the average
popularity of searches for“ mayor” in the 50 metro areas for which we
have data. Mayor searches were most popular in2005, with an average
score of37, and least popular in2012, with a score of27. The dotted line
plots the percentage of the news hole devoted to mayoral coverage each
year, on average, for the50 papers in these cities (and shows the familiar
downward trend). Over the course of 13 years, as local newspapers
devoted less coverage to the mayor, Americans were less inclined to
Google the mayor. Statistically, the strength of the relationship is about
the same as we found between news coverage and turnout in mayoral
elections.32

Like with mayoral election turnout, national politics has a direct
bearing on Americans’ interest in mayors. Notice that mayor searches
are less popular in presidential years, by an average of about two points.
This suggests that interest in national elections takes relative attention
away from local politics. But it is not the explanation for why news
coverage and online searches of the mayor are related. In fact, when we
exclude the presidential years, the correlation between news coverage and
mayor searches is even stronger, further evidence that coverage itself is a
key in� uence on interest in local government.33

The connection for city government is even more consistent.34 As
coverage of city and town councils has gone down, so has public interest.
We can also glean insights from data missing from the city government
analysis, which is based on just40 cities. The other10 had an insuf� cient
number of searches for“city council ” or “ town council” to be included in
the Google Trends data. That could very well be because those10 cities
also had particularly low levels of city government coverage. In the
40 cities with measurable online searches, the average percentage of the
news hole devoted to city government across the time series was2.8%. In

31 SeeAppendix J for more details about the search data.
32 The correlation is 0.28.
33 The correlation for presidential years is0.15 and 0.30 for non-presidential years.
34 Despite the divergence in2009, the correlation between the two is very strong (0.76).

Excluding 2009, it is 0.88.
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the other 10, it was just 1.7% – roughly a 40% difference. When local
residents don’t see coverage of city government, their interest falls– to a
degree that makes it impossible to gauge their Google searches.

The local school board results are more uncertain. While online
searches and news coverage diverged between2004 and 2009, the two
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Note: Search popularity is based on Google Trends data; the share of the news hole is based
on our content analysis.
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measures were highly correlated in the second half of the time series.35 It
may be the case that parents’ interest in their local school districts are
driven more by personal experience– concern about their children’s
education – than by news coverage. Nonetheless, the strong downward
trajectory of both school board searches and news between2010 and
2016 at least suggests that recent cuts to education coverage at news-
papers across the country may play a role.

The lines displayed inFigure 4.4 are averages, and, not surprisingly,
the relationship between search behavior and news coverage varies from
city to city.36 Sometimes it is stronger, and sometimes it is weaker. But
overall, the evidence points to the same conclusion– reductions in local
government coverage lead to lower levels of interest in local government.
Of course, this aggregate-level data has limitations of its own, since it
cannot speak to the degree to which an individual citizen’s exposure to
local news affects his or her engagement.
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A skeptic could reasonably claim that many of the�ndings we’ve pre-
sented thus far are consistent with the argument that consumer behavior–
and not news coverage itself– is responsible for decreases in local political
knowledge and participation. The two-decade declines in mayoral turn-
out and interest in local government, for instance, could simply stem from
people gravitating away from local news sources to national ones. Their
behavior could have little to do with the fact that local newspapers have
drastically cut their coverage. One way to address this concern is to hold
time constant. If local engagement in different communities at the same
point in time corresponds to the amount of local political coverage in
those communities, then that relationship can’t be explained by long-term
changes in consumer behavior. Instead, it would provide further evidence
that local engagement rises and falls– and in recent years, mostly falls– in
response to newspaper coverage.

For that type of evidence, we turn our attention from municipal politics
to US House elections. This has two virtues. First, congressional cam-
paigns represent a somewhat different local political context. Although
House elections involve local events and debates focused on the particular
concerns of district residents, they also take place against the backdrop of

35 The overall correlation is0.46, which is driven by the2010–2016 correlation of 0.79.
36 SeeAppendix J.
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national politics. In an increasingly nationalized political environment,
citizen involvement in these hybrid elections– part local, part federal –
might have more to do with how voters feel about leaders in Washington
than what their local newspapers have to say. That makes this a hard test
for our argument. To the extent that newspapers still matter in contem-
porary House elections, that is strong evidence of their importance for
local engagement more generally.

The second is a matter of data and analytical leverage. Studying
mayoral elections or local school boards often requires cobbling together
data from numerous sources, and offers few opportunities for individual-
level analysis. But because435 House elections take place at the same
time every two years, we have access to high-quality national surveys with
both district- and individual-level data. Moreover, there are big differ-
ences in the nature and competitiveness of House campaigns. That means
some races receive a lot of news attention, while others get little to none.
The resulting variation provides an opportunity to examine how citizen
engagement responds to differences in newspaper coverage in localities
across the entire country.

The �rst step in our analysis requires creating a measure of local House
campaign coverage. We conducted a detailed content analysis of general
election coverage in all435 House districts during the 2010 midterm
elections. In each district, we identi�ed the largest circulation local news-
paper we could access through one of several electronic databases or the
newspaper’s online archives. (Many are the same papers we introduced in
Chapter 2 and have used throughout the book.) We collected every
newspaper article that mentioned at least one of the two major-party
candidates for the House seat in the month leading up to Election Day
(October 2–November 2, 2010). In all, we collected and coded6,003
news stories, editorials, and op-ed columns.37

We assume that more coverage provides voters with more useful infor-
mation about their electoral choices, and promotes knowledge and par-
ticipation. So for the purposes of this analysis, we focus on the total
number of articles published about each House race. As we’d expect,
the volume of coverage varied widely– from no stories at all (in 7% of
districts) to as many as81 articles about a particular race. Overall, the
average number of stories per race was14.4 – roughly one every other

37 SeeAppendix K.
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day in the month leading up to the election. Not surprisingly, the more
competitive a contest was, the more coverage it received.38

Because our content analysis reveals signi�cant differences in coverage
across House districts, we can leverage that spatial variation to
determine whether the volume of coverage affects voters’ congressional
election knowledge and participation. To do so, we analyze data
from the 2010 Cooperative Congressional Election Study. The CCES is
an ideal survey because of its unusually large sample size (more than
50,000), enough to study the behavior of respondents within individual
congressional districts.39 Additionally, it includes several measures of
political knowledge and participation relevant to understanding local
political engagement: whether respondents could (1) place the
Democratic and Republican House candidates in their district on an
ideological scale, (2) offer a rating of their incumbent House member,
and (3) say in the preelection survey who they planned to vote for.40 If our
argument holds, then individuals living in districts with more news cover-
age will be more informed about and more likely to participate in the
congressional election than will people living in districts with less news
coverage.

Beginning at the district level, that’s exactly what we�nd. Consider the
leftmost panel inFigure 4.5. It plots the relationship between the number
of news stories in a congressional district and the percentage of respond-
ents in that district who placed the Democratic candidate to the left of the
Republican on an ideological scale (something just37% could do).41 The
less coverage of a House campaign in a district, the smaller the share of
district residents who accurately assessed their candidates’ ideologies.
And while most respondents successfully answered the other questions–
81% rated their incumbent and 79% expressed a vote intention– the

38 For more on the variation in campaign coverage across districts, see Hayes and Lawless
2015.

39 Our earlier analyses of the2016–2019 CCES drew on data from modules we designed
and that were administered as part of the larger survey. In this analysis, we rely on the
CCES“ Common Content,” which the survey’s principal investigators designed.

40 We use intended vote in the House race because it allows us to tie participation directly to
the congressional contest. A broader behavioral measure such as validated turnout would
not be speci� c to the House election.

41 Based on where respondents placed the Republican and Democratic House candidates in
their districts on the ideological scale, we constructed a measure to indicate whether they
(correctly) placed the Democrat to the left of the Republican. We follow previous work in
using this as a measure of political knowledge (e.g., Adams et al.2017).
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districts where the fewest residents could do so were the ones with the
least news coverage.42

A simpli�ed analysis such as this, of course, doesn’t account for a
variety of factors that affect citizen engagement– an individual’s socio-
economic status, political interest, and partisanship, as well as features of
the congressional campaign in the district, such as competitiveness and
campaign activity. The potential confounding in�uence of campaign
activity is especially important, since it could increase both news coverage
and political engagement. To be sure that the relationship between cover-
age and engagement isn’t just masking the in�uence of, say, candidate
spending on TV ads or voter mobilization, we need to conduct a statistical
analysis that accounts for those factors. But even after doing so, we�nd

0
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020406081
Number of campaign stories

Place Democrat to left
of Republican

0

100%

020406081
Number of campaign stories

Rate House incumbent

0

100%

020406081
Number of campaign stories

Express House vote
intention

����
� � .� . The relationship between news coverage and citizen engagement in
US House elections
Note: The � gure plots the number of campaign stories in a congressional district against the
percentage of CCES respondents in each district who could array the candidates correctly on
the ideological spectrum, rate the incumbent, and indicate for whom they planned to vote.
We restrict the analysis to the381 congressional districts with both a Democratic and
Republican candidate and in which the local newspaper ran at least one story. The number
of campaign stories is based on our content analysis of congressional elections in2010.

42 The correlations between the number of stories and each measure is0.51 for placing the
Democrat to the left of the Republican;0.28 for placing the incumbent; and0.29 for
expressing a vote intention. These relationships are not sensitive to outliers; they are
virtually identical when we drop the handful of districts with a very large number of
stories (i.e., more than60).
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that the volume of coverage devoted to a race continues to affect engage-
ment. All else equal, a shift of two standard deviations in coverage (about
26 stories) changes the likelihood that a respondent accurately assessed
the candidates’ issue positions by about3.6 points (seeFigure4.6). Larger
shifts in news coverage produce larger increases. It’s not surprising that
we �nd the biggest effects on the ideological placement measure; news
coverage is most in�uential when voters’ knowledge is lowest. Plus,
respondents were interviewed late in the campaign cycle, at a time when
we would expect relatively less variation in political engagement. Yet, as
the graph shows, the news effects persist even for rating the current
incumbent and expressing a vote choice. Although the� gure portrays
these changes as increases to re�ect the positive statistical relationship, the
implication of this �nding is that districts with less local news coverage
had less engaged citizens.

0.4 pt.

�0.5 pt.

2.5 pts.

3.6 pts.

1.9 pts. Placebo tests

Place Dem
to left of Rep

Rate House
incumbent

Express House
vote intention

Know
House majority

Rate
Congress

����
� � .� . The effects of news coverage on citizen engagement in US House
elections
Note: Results are predictions from regression models controlling for numerous
demographic, political, and contextual variables (seeTable K.1). Bars indicate the
percentage point increase in the odds of respondents arraying the candidates correctly on the
ideological spectrum, rating the incumbent, and indicating for whom they planned to vote
based on a shift from one standard deviation below to one standard deviation above the
mean story count. Data are from our congressional elections content analysis and the
2010 CCES Common Content.
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The magnitude of these effects– modest, but signi�cant – is in line with
our earlier analyses of voter turnout and interest in local government. But
because these results are based on individual-level data from models that
account for both demographic factors and campaign activity, the news-
paper effects are particularly credible.

Moreover, our analysis casts doubt on a plausible alternative explan-
ation: That our �ndings simply re� ect newspapers catering to their audi-
ence. In that telling, it could be that newspapers in districts where people
are politically engaged devote more coverage to House elections because
their readers are more interested in politics. If that were true, then the
correlation between coverage and engagement would not mean that
coverage is causing engagement to rise; it would be the opposite. But in
two “placebo tests,” we �nd no relationship between local coverage of the
congressional election and two indicators of general political knowledge:
whether a respondent knows which party controls the House of
Representatives, and whether he or she can offer a rating of Congress.43

In the right side of Figure4.6, the number of stories about the House race
fails to predict correct answers to those questions, suggesting that cam-
paign news coverage is not simply a product of district-level political
engagement.44 That result bolsters our interpretation that when coverage
of local House races declines, knowledge and participation do indeed go
with it.

Our analysis of the 2010 midterms suggests that the demise of local
newspapers has affected not only Americans’ engagement with their
mayors and city of� cials, but also the candidates in their House districts.
Even in a period of growing nationalization, local newspapers still matter.
Moreover, these effects cannot be explained by voters gravitating toward
national news sources. Because our analysis took place at a single point in
time, the trends in news consumption are held constant.

43 Of course, exposure to news coverage of the campaign could in theory increase a
respondent’s ability to rate Congress and correctly identify the Democrats as holding
the House, especially in an election year that is somewhat nationalized, as was2010. But
it seems plausible that the placebo test variables are likely to arise principally from general
attentiveness to politics, whereas campaign-speci� c engagement– which our main
dependent variables tap– is likely to depend much more heavily on an election’s infor-
mation environment. We think it is thus reasonable to expect that the placebo variables
will not correlate with election news.

44 Neither coef� cient is statistically signi� cant. SeeTable K.1 for the regression results.
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Still, we haven’t put our argument to the toughest test– whether thesame
individuals’ levels of engagement have fallen as their local newspapers
have pulled back local political reporting. For that, we turn to the
2010–2014 panel component of the Cooperative Congressional Election
Study. The2014 wave of the CCES includes more than9,000 respondents
who also participated in the 2010 survey.45 In the lead-up to the
2014 midterm elections, they answered the same questions they did in
2010 about the House election in their district – candidate ideology,
incumbent ratings, and vote intention. Because these are the same people
interviewed multiple times, we know that characteristics such as their
education level or general political interest are unlikely to change very
much. That eliminates a major threat to causal inference and allows us to
measure the effect of local news on citizen engagement with greater
precision and con�dence.

In order to identify any news effects, we added to our content analysis
from 2010 an identical measure of news coverage in2014 for each House
district. We followed the same procedures we did in2010 – �rst identify-
ing the largest circulation local newspaper we could access, and then
collecting every article that mentioned the Democratic or Republican
House candidate in the month leading up to Election Day. All told, we
coded4,524 stories.46

The 2010 and 2014 midterms in some ways represent a microcosm of
the trends that have animated this entire book. First, local news con-
sumers had access to less information about their House candidates in
2014 than four years earlier. In 2014, the typical House race saw2.5
fewer stories in the month leading up to the election than in2010. On
average, this means that campaigns were covered roughly every other day
in 2010, but only every third day in 2014. In addition, a slightly smaller
share of stories about contested races in2014 discussed both the
Democratic and Republican candidates, suggesting that even the
remaining coverage was less substantive. During this four-year time span,
voter turnout declined as well. As typical for midterm elections, partici-
pation in both years was relatively low, with less than half the eligible
electorate casting a ballot. But between2010 and 2014, turnout fell from

45 SeeAppendix K for details on the CCES2010–2014 Panel Study.
46 SeeAppendix K.
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41.8% to 36.7%, an illustration of growing voter disengagement in local
elections.47

Some of the decline in both coverage and turnout is due to differences
in the political environment. In 2010, the prospect of Republicans�ipping
the House (which they did) generated a more competitive landscape than
in 2014. Indeed,The Cook Political Report rated as“safe” 372 districts
in 2014, compared to316 in 2010, and less competitive races received less
coverage. But even holding competitiveness constant, coverage of House
races declined, almost surely as a function of the reduction in reporting
resources at local newspapers. For example, in safe districts, local news-
papers in2010 published on average9.6 stories about the House race, but
just 8.9 in 2014. In more competitive districts, papers in2010 published
23.5 stories on average, compared to22.9 in 2014. These changes are by
no means dramatic, but a 3–6% decline over just a four-year span
underscores the extent to which newspapers were scaling back.

In order to estimate the precise effect of this decline on Americans’
engagement, we�rst measured the change in the number of news stories
about the House race in each survey respondent’s district between
2010 and 2014. Then, we looked at how each CCES respondent
answered the knowledge and participation questions in2014 as com-
pared to 2010. If, for example, a respondent correctly placed the
Democratic candidate to the left of the Republican in2010, but not in
2014, we coded that as a decline in knowledge. If a respondent failed to
rate the House incumbent in2010, but then did so in 2014, that re� ects
an increase in knowledge. We coded wrong answers in both years, or
correct answers in both years, as no change.

Statistically, we expect a positive relationship between changes in news
coverage and engagement: As coverage increases in a district from one
election to the next, so should knowledge and participation. But substan-
tively, that means that the reverse– and more common– scenario is also
true: When coverage declines between2010 and 2014, we expect engage-
ment to follow.

The data in Figure 4.7 show that when we track the same respondents
over time, their levels of engagement indeed rise and fall in response to
their local newspapers’ coverage. For instance, a two standard deviation
increase in coverage (about28 stories) between the two elections leads to
a 3.7 percentage point increase in the odds that a respondent who could

47 See Michael McDonald’s turnout estimates at the United States Elections Project (www
.electproject.org/).
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not accurately place the Democrat and Republican on an ideological scale
in 2010 could do so in 2014. The key implication of that result is that in
most districts in 2014 – where coverage was lower compared to2010 –
respondents werelesslikely to be able to do this. The same is true, to a
smaller degree, for rating the incumbent and stating a vote choice.48

Critically, these analyses account for changes in candidate spending,
which means we can be con� dent that the effects we attribute to news
coverage aren’t the result of other types of campaign activity.49

3.7 pts.

0.5 pt.

1.6 pts.

Place Dem
to left of Rep

Rate House
incumbent

Express House
vote intention

����
� � .� . Effect of a change in US House campaign coverage on engagement
Note: Results are predictions from difference-in-difference regression models that control for
changes in candidate spending (seeTable K.2). Bars indicate the percentage point increase in
the odds of respondents correctly arraying the candidates on the ideological spectrum, rating
the incumbent, and indicating a vote choice in2014 after not having been able to do so in
2010. The point estimates are based on a two standard deviation increase in the number of
campaign stories between2010 and 2014. Data are from our congressional elections content
analysis and the2010–2014 CCES Panel Study.

48 A cross-sectional analysis in2014 controlling for lagged dependent variable values in
2010 produces comparable results. SeeAppendix K.

49 Although redistricting took place in most states following the2010 midterms, it should
not compromise our analysis because we are estimating individual-level, not district-level,
effects. Our coding ensures that we know what the information environment was like in
the district that each respondent lived in in2010 and 2014, regardless of whether that
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Still, it ’s important to rule out the possibility that these�ndings are the
product of a parallel trend – the increasing number of Americans getting
their news from national, rather than local, news sources. Since the
decline in newspaper coverage happened at the same time as national
news consumption was rising, even our panel analyses might misattribute
to coveragewhat is really caused by decreasingattention to local news.

To investigate that possibility, we rely on a CCES question that asked
respondents whether they watched both local and national broadcast
news. Although we would prefer a richer measure of respondents’ news
habits, this indicator at least allows us to track whether changes in one
aspect of media consumption correspond to changes in political engage-
ment. The data suggest that getting more national news– at least on TV–
is not responsible for the declines in engagement we identify. For instance,
among respondents who increased their national news viewing,12.4%
accurately placed their House candidates in2010 but failed to do so in
2014 – an indicator of a decline in engagement. For people whose
national news attention did not increase, that number was actually
higher, at 15%. The pattern was similar for our other measures of
engagement. These are merely descriptive comparisons, but when we
model this relationship more rigorously, we�nd that changes in local
newspaper coverage continue to predict respondents’ knowledge and
participation in House elections.50 Changing news habits have no doubt
contributed to voters’ lower levels of local engagement, but the hollowing
out of America’s local newspapers is a major culprit of its own.

����������

This chapter has presented a wide array of data demonstrating a consist-
ent link between local newspaper coverage and Americans’ engagement
with local politics. Surveys reveal that local newspaper readers know
more about their city and school of�cials and are more likely to vote,
attend meetings, and participate in other forms of local activism than
nonreaders. They’re even more engaged than their neighbors who watch
local TV news. Trends in local elections provide more evidence. As

district was the same in both years. In addition, controlling for changes in candidate
spending captures the key source of district-level variation that would in� uence know-
ledge and participation. For more details, see Hayes and Lawless2018.

50 SeeTable K.3 for the regression models, which show that while national news habits
contribute to Americans’ declining engagement with local politics, the decline of local news
has a separate and independent effect. See Peterson (2019) for a similar conclusion.
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mayoral coverage in local newspapers has declined, so has turnout in
elections for mayor. Less newspaper coverage of local politics has also
contributed to Americans’ declining interest in local government, as evi-
denced by their Google searches. And in House elections, voters living in
districts with less coverage are less likely to know basic information about
their congressional candidates, even accounting for a wide variety of
other factors. This is true whether we compare residents in different
districts to each other, or follow the same individuals over time.

No single piece of our analysis proves that the demise of newspapers is
responsible for the decline in local engagement. But collectively, the
accumulated evidence– from surveys, election returns, internet searches,
and measures of news coverage itself– is impossible to ignore. The
Internet has not boosted Americans’ engagement with local politics, and
the popularity of cable news and websites dominated by national politics
does not solely account for its decline. The diminishment of newspapers–
the core institution of civic life in local communities – has signi�cantly
eroded Americans’ connection to the of� cials and governments who
represent them.

This chapter has been about generalities– in knowledge, interest, and
turnout in local politics. A key question in the contemporary era, how-
ever, is whether the damaging effects of newspapers’ decline have been
larger in some places, and for some people. That’s the focus of thenext
chapter.
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5

Everyone Loses When Local News Declines

Two of the voters we interviewed as part of a nationwide survey in the fall
of 2019 could not have seemed more different. One, a59-year-old
California resident living in the Central Valley, identi�ed as a
Democrat. Calling himself liberal, he held predictable policy positions:
expanding access to Medicare, bolstering the Environmental Protection
Agency’s regulatory powers, and opposing military intervention in Iran.
Recently, he had fallen on hard times. Having never graduated from high
school, he was unemployed and his�nancial circumstances were
deteriorating.1

Three thousand miles across the country lived a woman whose pro�le
could hardly have been more distinct. Making her home in Lackawanna
County, Pennsylvania, she described herself as a conservative Republican.
She supported President Trump’s efforts to withhold funding from sanc-
tuary cities, repeal the Affordable Care Act, and ban transgender people
from military service. Born in 1947 amid the postwar baby boom, she had
gone to college, earned a bachelor’s degree, and now worked full-time in
the education�eld.

The standard story of modern American politics is that voters like these
are mirror images, sharing nothing but antipathy for each other’s political
values. But on one count, the liberal California high school dropout and
the conservative Pennsylvania college graduate were in lockstep: Neither
had any idea about what was going on in their respective local govern-
ments. When we asked who their mayor was, neither knew. School

1 These interviews were conducted as part of a module of the2019 CCES. Other personally
identifying information is not available.
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superintendent? Same answer. Asked if they thought their county govern-
ment was doing a good job, neither could say. Nor could they identify the
most important political issue facing the community where they lived;
when prompted, the Pennsylvania Republican demurred, and the
California Democrat, stretching the de� nition of local issues, said“the
President we have now.” In the previous year, neither had attended a local
meeting, signed a local petition, voted in a local election, or participated
in local politics in any fashion.

These voters’ total and identical disconnection from local politics is
surprising not only because they have such different partisan and ideo-
logical pro�les. It also de�es a pattern identi�ed in recent research– that
changes to the media environment have led people like our college-
educated Pennsylvania Republican to become more politically engaged,
while at the same time made it easier for less educated citizens like our
California Democrat to opt out of politics altogether. Indeed, in the
2016 presidential election, the Pennsylvania conservative voted for
Trump, whereas the California liberal stayed home. But the story of this
chapter is that when it comes to local engagement, the dynamic is very
different: The decline of local news affects the political behavior of
citizens across the spectrum very similarly. The growing scarcity of
reporting about local government has led to growing disengagement
among Americans of all stripes.

����� ���	��
��� ��
����� ���� ��
	� ����
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The notion that the dramatic upheaval in the local news environment
might not affect everyone the same way emerges from an important line of
research about changes to the national media landscape. In an in� uential
book and article, political scientist Markus Prior argues that the explo-
sion of media options in recent decades has increased some Americans’
political engagement and reduced others’.2 These disparate effects help
resolve what appeared to be a strange contradiction: Despite the“spec-
tacular rise” in political information available on cable TV and the
Internet, Americans’ levels of political involvement did not appreciably
increase in the latter years of the twentieth century.3

2 Prior 2005, 2007.
3 Prior 2005, p. 578.
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Prior’s explanation hinges on the differences between people he calls
“news fans” and “entertainment fans.” News fans are interested in polit-
ics, follow it closely, and enjoy consuming political media– think people
who watch CNN all day and follow journalists and pundits on Twitter.
With nonstop access to coverage of national politics, news fans can
indulge their political interest to a degree never before possible. And for
them, more exposure to news has meant increases in political knowledge
and participation.4

Meanwhile, the opposite dynamic has played out for entertainment
fans. More interested in the Kardashians than Congress, entertainment
fans can now avoid politics almost entirely if they so choose. Instead of
spending free time with the news– as many did during the era of
broadcast TV dominance– they can now binge sitcoms on Net� ix or
watch ceaseless sports on ESPN. With less“ accidental” exposure to
politics, entertainment fans have become less knowledgeable and less
likely to turn out to vote. The �at-lining of Americans ’ political engage-
ment, according to Prior, is because declining engagement among enter-
tainment fans has canceled out increasing engagement among news fans.
With the rise of social media and digital political advertising amplifying
the trend,5 the information-rich get richer while the information-poor get
poorer.

At �rst glance, it seems possible that a similar dynamic could be at play
at the local level. Newspapers have long been a source of incidental
exposure to the news– people glanced at the front-page story about the
mayor’s election on their way to the sports section or the classi�ed ads.
Local papers’ demise has thus reduced the kind of casual exposure to local
politics that can boost engagement for people who aren’t otherwise
motivated to seek out the news. Citizens who are more politically inter-
ested, however, may be insulated from the decline because they can get
information from other sources, such as social media. In that telling, the
patterns of declining local engagement we documented inChapter 4
would be due to a downward trend only among people who are less
politically interested to begin with.

But the unique nature of the local news environment suggests a differ-
ent reality: that local engagement is falling for everyone– news and
entertainment fans alike. As the national media landscape has expanded,
many local news markets have contracted. Newspapers have dramatically

4 See also Hersh2020.
5 Kim 2016; Lee2019; Sung and Gil-de-Zúñiga2014.
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cut their coverage of local government. Local news start-ups haven’t
gotten off the ground in most cities and have mostly failed in the markets
where they have emerged. And online local political information is scarce,
whether from interest groups,“citizen journalists,” or social media. While
Americans live in a“high choice” environment when it comes to national
politics, media choice for local politics remains distinctly low.

As a result, the erosion of the best source of local political information–
newspapers– has likely affected the most and least politically interested
citizens similarly. With few sources for information, even very motivated
residents have limited alternatives to replace their dying newspapers. Our
expectations are consistent with Prior’s fundamental contention – the
structure of the information environment has a profound effect on the
distribution of political engagement. In the case of local communities across
the United States, however, we expect that a falling tide is sinking all boats.
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As an initial test of our argument, we examine whether political interest is
a weaker predictor of Americans’ attention to local news than national
news. This is a critical question because the growing inequality in national
political engagement has occurred precisely because political interest so
strongly shapes people’s news habits. If the relationship between interest
and local news consumption is relatively weak, that provides further
justi�cation for our expectation that the decline of newspapers will have
uniform effects on local engagement.

First, we must classify respondents according to political interest–
those who tend to be more interested in politics and those who tend to
be less interested. Although political interest is a ubiquitous concept in
studies of political engagement, scholars haven’t coalesced around a
single way to operationalize it.6 Much work relies on self-reports of
interest or attentiveness to politics.7 Some research uses measures of news
habits or preferences, such as Prior’s designation of news and entertain-
ment fans.8 Still other studies employ factual political knowledge.9 We
rely on education– speci�cally, college education– as a proxy for political
interest. Two basic factors guide this decision. First, education serves as a

6 See Prior2019 for a review.
7 Bennett and Bennett1989; Dubois and Blank 2018; Fiske, Lau, and Smith1990.
8 Prior 2005; 2007; Hayes and Lawless2015.
9 Price and Zaller1993; Zaller 1992.
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substantively good substitute; college graduates are consistently more
politically interested than people without higher education.10 Second,
education gives us a consistent measure across the numerous aggregate-
and individual-level data sources we analyze in this chapter. Although
surveys provide a variety of ways to account for political interest, fewer
options exist when using data on, say, cities. College education can be
reliably and accurately measured across all of our analyses, allowing us to
treat the concept consistently.

With college education as a consistent and serviceable measure of
political interest, we use data from our 2017, 2018, and
2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study surveys to examine the
relationship between interest and news consumption at both the local and
national levels. Controlling for other factors, education and local news
consumption are not signi� cantly correlated in any of the three years.11

College graduates are no more likely than their less educated neighbors to
pay attention to local news. Education is, however, a strong and consist-
ent predictor of whether a respondent follows national news.12 In short,
political interest does not in�uence Americans’ local news consumption
the way it shapes their attention to national news.13

Respondents’ own accounts of how their local news consumption has
changed over time bolster that conclusion. We included in our
2019 CCES survey a series of questions about whether respondents’ local
news consumption increased, decreased, or stayed the same over time. If it
changed, we asked for the reasons.14 The survey results suggest that

10 For a similar use of education as a proxy for political interest, see Gillion, Ladd, and
Meredith 2020; Hayes and Guardino2013; Zaller 1994.

11 SeeTable H.4.
12 In each year, the effect of education in the national news attention model is signi� cantly

larger than in the local news attention model.
13 A supplemental analysis supports our decision to use college education as a proxy for

political interest. When we run our models with a measure of political interest based on
how often respondents say they“ follow what ’s going on in government and public
affairs,” the results are the same: Political interest is a signi� cantly stronger predictor of
attention to national news than local news.

14 Although asking respondents to report changes in news habits has its perils, doing so
should not pose a signi� cant problem for our purposes. Even if people cannot character-
ize their news consumption with a great deal of precision, there is no reason to think that
any errors would differ in direction or magnitude for college graduates and nongraduates.
Prior (2009) does � nd that college graduates are more likely to in� ate their media
exposure, likely as a consequence of social desirability– people with more education
likely feel more pressure to exaggerate their interest in public affairs. But it is not clear
how this would affect answers to a question aboutchangesin news consumption. To our
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college-educated and non-college-educated Americans have responded to
changes to the local news environment in similar ways and for similar
reasons. Roughly one-�fth of respondents follow local news less than in
the past, one-�fth follow it more, and the rest report no change. This is the
case for respondents with and without a college education (see
Figure 5.1).15

Homing in on people’s reasons for gravitating away from local news,
no signi�cant differences emerge between college and non-college-edu-
cated citizens either. Regardless of education, the most common reason,
given by 37% of respondents, was that there are so many other options

College Non-College

18%
20%

61%

57%

21%
23%

Less More Same

������ � .� . Changes in following local news over time, by college education
Note: Results are based on the994 respondents to our2019 CCES survey. None of the
differences between college and non-college-educated respondents is statistically signi� cant.

knowledge, no prevailing social norm would lead more educated respondents to in� ate
(or de� ate) changes in their news habits.

15 The fact that people have gravitated toward and away from local news in roughly equal
proportions stands in contrast to patterns for national news. Nearly37% of CCES
respondents reported following national news more now than in the past, and only
16% reported following it less.

Political Interest and Local News Consumption 95

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.005


for news now.16 A close second (35%) – again for both groups– was that
coverage of the local community isn’t as good or thorough as it used to
be. Fewer people (17%) indicated that they consume less local news now
because it’s not convenient to access. But here too, a college education had
no bearing on selecting that reason. The survey data are consistent with
the argument that education, and thus political interest, may play a more
limited role when it comes to local news habits than what we often see at
the national level.
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Citizens’ political interest appears to have only a weak relationship with
their consumption of local news. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that
reductions in local newspaper coverage similarly affect people who are
politically interested and those who aren’t. To assess that claim directly,
we begin with aggregate data and focus on the relationship between news
coverage and engagement across communities with varying levels of
political interest among residents.

We �rst return to the mayoral election data we introduced in
Chapter 4. As a reminder, we have voter turnout data and local news-
paper coverage for217 mayoral elections in73 cities from 1993 to 2011.
For each city, we also collected US Census data on the percentage of
residents with a bachelor’s degree, which we again use as a proxy for
political interest.17 If the reduction of local political reporting exacerbates
inequality in local political participation, then the resulting declines in
voter turnout should be larger in less educated cities. Those are the
communities with a larger portion of residents who lack the interest to
look elsewhere for information their local paper may no longer provide.
But if, as we expect, reductions in local coverage have similar effects
regardless of citizens’ political interest – largely because there simply is
no place else to look for information– then we should see little difference
across cities.

16 We presented respondents who reported consuming less local news than they used to with
a series of possible reasons for the change. We then asked them to select all the reasons
that contributed to their declining local news consumption.

17 The education data come from the2000 Census, roughly the midpoint of the time period
covered by our elections.
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The basic connection between education and turnout is consistent with
our argument. When we divide the cities into quartiles based on the
percentage of residents with a bachelor’s degree, we� nd no clear differ-
ences in turnout. In the �rst quartile – the least educated cities– the
average turnout rate in mayoral elections is25.8%. This is virtually the
same as in the third (25.9%) and fourth ( 26.5%) quartiles, where a much
larger share of the population is college-educated.18 Indeed, in Newark,
New Jersey– the least educated city in the data set– average turnout in
four mayoral elections was28.0%. In San Francisco, where the college
graduation rate was�ve times higher, turnout in two elections averaged
just 26.7%. In contrast to national elections, the percentage of college-
educated residents in a city does not explain variation in voter turnout at
the local level.19

Most importantly, the results are similar when we plot the relationship
between mayoral turnout and news coverage, broken down by a city’s
level of college education (seeFigure 5.2). If declines in local news
coverage exert their strongest effect in places where political interest is
lowest, then the slope of the lines should be steepest in the�rst quartile,
become less steep in the second, and so on. That would indicate that as
political interest in a community grows, the news effect weakens.

But that’s not what we �nd. The similarity in slope across each of the
graph’s four panels is striking. No matter how educated a city’s popula-
tion is, turnout and news coverage decline at more or less the same rate.20

When we model the relationship more rigorously, we�nd no statistically
signi�cant interaction between mayoral coverage and education. At least
in the aggregate, the effect of declining local news coverage on municipal
turnout does not depend on residents’ political interest.

We draw the same conclusion when we revisit our data on Google
searches. Recall that we collected information about the popularity of
local government-related web searches in50 metropolitan areas from
2004 through 2016. We then matched those data to our newspaper
content analysis of each city’s local political coverage over the same

18 The second quartile turnout rate is21.0%.
19 See alsoTables I.1 and I.2, where college education is not signi� cantly associated

with turnout.
20 The correlations between turnout and mayoral coverage are:� rst quartile, 0.26; second

quartile, 0.27; third quartile, 0.35; fourth quartile, 0.16.
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period. Here, we divide the cities based on their level of education and
compare the relationship between coverage and searches.21

Once again, we�nd little evidence that the trends depend on a city’s
level of education. As an illustration, city government news coverage and
city government searches move similarly in low and high education metro
areas (seeFigure5.3). In both cases, the over-time trend is downward; the
most coverage and highest search popularity occur in the earliest years.
Even the period in which coverage and searches show their biggest diver-
gence– 2009 through 2013 – is the same in both graphs. The forces
driving Americans’ interest in their city governments do not appear to
differ signi� cantly in more and less educated communities.
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02%4%6%8%10%
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Third quartile
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������ � .� . Mayoral turnout and news coverage, by college education
Notes: Each dot represents one of217 mayoral elections in73 cities. The share of the news
hole is based on our content analysis, and the mayoral turnout data were compiled by
Holbrook and Weinshenck. Quartiles are based on US Census data of the percentage of
residents in each city with a college degree.

21 With just 50 cities, we cannot separate the data into quartiles; there are too few observa-
tions to produce sensible divisions. Thus, we divide the cities into“ low” and “ high”
education categories based on the median percentage of residents with a four-year
bachelor’s degree. The data come from US Census estimates for2014–2018.
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The popularity of mayoral and school board searches show a similar
pattern. Although the correlations between searches and news coverage
are lower than for city government (seeChapter 4), differences in the
trends for low and high education cities are generally modest. In addition,
there is no clear pattern in terms of whether the relationship is stronger in
high or low education cities. In the cases of city government and schools,
the correlation between searches and coverage is stronger in the low
education cities. But for mayoral coverage, it’s stronger in the high
education cities.22 All of this suggests that education– a proxy for
political interest – plays only an inconsistent role in moderating the effect
of news coverage at the local level.

As a �nal way to look at the relationship between local news and
political engagement across communities, we return to our data from
the 2010 US House elections. We draw once again on the2010 CCES
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������ � .� . City government searches and news coverage, by college education
Note: Search popularity is based on Google Trend data; the share of the news hole is based
on our content analysis. The division between low and high education cities is based on the
median percentage of each city’s residents with a bachelor’s degree, based on US
Census estimates.

22 The correlation between city government searches and coverage is0.80 in low education
cities, and0.50 in high education cities. For school searches, it is0.64 for low education
and 0.17 for high education cities. And for mayor searches, it is0.17 for low education
and 0.25 for high education cities.
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and the content analysis we introduced inChapter 4, in which we coded
the total number of stories about the House candidates in each congres-
sional district’s largest newspaper in the month leading up to the election.
As with mayoral turnout and online searches, we consider whether the
effects of news coverage are different in communities with higher and
lower levels of education. In this case, we focus on congressional districts,
which we divide into quartiles based on the percentage of college gradu-
ates in the district.23 And we �nd the same homogenous pattern.

Regardless of how educated are a district’s residents, the relationship
between the volume of news coverage about the House campaign and
various levels of political engagement in the district is virtually identical.
Figure 5.4 provides one illustration. Each panel of the�gure plots the
percentage of residents who could correctly place the Democratic candi-
date to the left of the Republican on an ideological scale against the
number of campaign stories published by the local newspaper.
Irrespective of whether a district has a relatively low or high percentage
of college graduates, the slope of the line– a measure of the strength of the
relationship between the two variables– is quite similar.24 In the two
lowest education quartiles, a decrease of10 campaign stories leads to a
7.1% reduction in the share of residents who could accurately place the
candidates on the ideological scale. That is statistically indistinguishable
from the 6.6% reduction in the upper two education quartiles.25 The
pattern is similar for respondents’ ability to rate the House incumbent or
express a preelection vote intention.26

At the aggregate level, these data– encompassing mayoral turnout,
online searches about local government, and engagement in congressional
campaigns– paint a consistent picture: Local newspaper coverage has
similar effects in cities and towns with different levels of education. Thus
far, relatively high levels of political interest do not seem to have insulated
communities from the effects of the decline in local news.

23 We use data from the 2010 CCES survey to calculate district-level
educational attainment.

24 The correlations are as follows:� rst quartile, 0.60; second quartile,0.48; third quartile,
0.43; fourth quartile, 0.57.

25 These � gures are based on regression models in which the share of district residents
accurately placing the candidates is regressed on the number of campaign stories, the
education measure, and an interaction between the two.

26 The correlations for rating the House incumbent are as follows:� rst quartile, 0.29;
second quartile,0.30; third quartile, 0.21; fourth quartile, 0.37. For expressing a vote
intention, they are: � rst quartile, 0.35; second quartile,0.36; third quartile, 0.23; fourth
quartile, 0.28.
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The aggregate data tell a uniform story about the effects of local news: As
it declines, so does engagement for everyone. But these analyses can’t
speak to whether the in� uence of local coverage might differ among
individuals with varying levels of political interest. For that, we need to
take further advantage of our individual-level surveys of Americans’ local
knowledge and participation.

As a starting point, we consider whether the effect of news consump-
tion on local political engagement differs among citizens who are college-
educated and those who aren’t. To conduct this analysis, we model the
effect of reading local news and education on the knowledge and
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������ � .� . Correct placement of the Democratic US House candidate to the left
of the Republican, by college education
Note: The � gure plots the number of campaign stories in a congressional district against the
percentage of CCES respondents in each district who could array the candidates correctly on
the ideological spectrum, divided into quartiles of college education at the district level. We
restrict the analysis to the381 congressional districts with both a Democratic and
Republican candidate and in which the local newspaper ran at least one news story. The
number of campaign stories is based on our content analysis of congressional elections
in 2010.
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participation measures we included in the2019 CCES survey. This allows
us to determine whether the effects of reading the paper are statistically
different among people with a college education versus those without one.

As we showed inChapter 4, citizens who read local news are more
likely than those who don’t to know their mayor and school superintend-
ent, and to participate in various local political activities. But the com-
parisons inFigure5.5 illustrate that political interest does not consistently
moderate the local news effect on citizen engagement. When we compare
college-educated and non-college-educated respondents, in no case can
we be con�dent that the magnitude of the news effect is statistically bigger
for one group than the other. But even if we set aside statistical

College

Non-College

16 pts.

11 pts.

14 pts.

10 pts.

12%

15%

Know mayor Know superintendent Local participation

������ � .� . Effects of reading a local newspaper on engagement, by college
education
Note: Results are predictions from regression models controlling for numerous demographic
and political variables (seeTable H.5). The mayor and superintendent bars display the
change in probability that a respondent knows the relevant item if he/she reads local news.
The participation bars present the predicted percentage point boost in the number of acts of
local participation (out of � ve possible) the respondent engaged in if he/she reads local news.
None of the comparisons between college- and non-college-educated respondents is
statistically signi� cant. Data are from the2019 module of the Cooperative Congressional
Election Study.
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signi�cance and assume these are“true ” differences, the direction of the
effects isn’t consistent. In the case of knowing the mayor and school
superintendent, college-educated respondents learn more from reading
the local newspaper. When it comes to local participation, however, the
local news effect is bigger for non-college-educated respondents.
Exposure to local news has substantial effects on Americans’ local
engagement, but it doesn’t reliably depend on their level of political
interest.

This analysis, of course, relies on respondents’ self-reported news
consumption. But the 2010 CCES and our House campaign content
analysis allows us to assess whether the pattern holds when we use on a
direct measure of the local news environment. If the volume of news
coverage affects political engagement of college and non-college-educated
respondents similarly, then that’s one more piece of evidence that the
decline in local news leads to deleterious consequences for all citizens.

And it does. The lines in each panel ofFigure 5.6 plot the probability
that a respondent can place the Democratic House candidate to the left of
the Republican on the ideological scale, rate the district incumbent, and
express a vote intention as the number of campaign news stories
decreases. Notice that education (or political interest) matters for citizen
engagement; the darker lines in the�gure are always above the lighter
lines, indicating that a college degree exerts a positive effect on political
knowledge and participation. The negative slope for all six lines is a
reminder that news coverage matters, too– when there are fewer cam-
paign stories, respondents are less engaged.27

The most important takeaway from the� gure, however, is that regard-
less of whether a respondent has a college education, the effect of news
coverage on each measure is virtually identical, as indicated by the paral-
lel lines. As coverage declines, engagement for both groups falls at the
same rate. A comparison of the minimum-maximum effects underscores
this point. In the model that predicts whether a respondent can express a
vote intention, a shift from the most news coverage (60 stories) to the least
(no stories) results in a nearly identical decline for both groups– 2.8
percentage points for college-educated and3.1 points for non-college-
educated respondents. When local newspaper coverage declines, everyone
gets information-poorer, not just the people least attentive to politics.

27 To ease the presentation, we drop outlying districts– those with more than60 campaign
stories– from the graphs. The� ndings are identical if we include them.
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As a �nal way to assess whether politically interested citizens are
insulated from the effects of the decline in local news, we return to the
2010–2014 panel component of the Cooperative Congressional Election
Study. We demonstrated inChapter 4 that when we track the same
respondents over time, their local political knowledge and participation
rise and fall in response to their local newspapers’ coverage. Here, we
examine whether the rise and fall differs in magnitude based on level of
education.

Once again, we�nd little systematic evidence that education moderates
the effects of news consumption on local engagement.Figure 5.7 com-
pares respondents with and without a college degree. The bars represent
the effect of a two standard deviation increase in campaign coverage

College

Non�college

20%

30%

40%

0204060

Number of campaign stories

Placed Dem to left
of Rep

70%

80%

90%

0204060

Number of campaign stories

Rated House
incumbent

60%

70%

80%

0204060

Number of campaign stories

Expressed vote
intention

������ � .� . Effects of news coverage on engagement in US House elections, by
college education
Note: Results are predictions from regression models controlling for numerous
demographic, political, and contextual variables (seeTable K.4). None of the interactions
between the number of campaign stories and college education is statistically signi� cant.
Data are from the 2010 Cooperative Congressional Election Study’s “ Common Content,”
and our content analysis of the2010 House elections.
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(about 28 stories) between the two elections on our measures of local
knowledge and participation. An increase in coverage leads, for example,
to a 3.6 percentage point increase in the odds that a college-educated
respondent who could not accurately place the Democrat and Republican
on an ideological scale in2010 could do so in2014. The magnitude of the
effect is almost exactly the same– one-tenth of a percentage point larger–
for a non-college-educated respondent. We also� nd no difference in the
effect of changes in coverage on the likelihood of expressing a preelection
vote choice for respondents with a college degree as compared to those
without one. The half-point gap is not statistically signi� cant.

Changes in news coverage do exert a statistically stronger effect on
non-college-educated respondents’ likelihood of rating their House
incumbent. For this one measure of engagement, a decline in local

College Non-College

3.6 pts.
3.7 pts.

�0.3 pt.

1.0 pt.

1.3 pts.

1.8 pts.

Dem to left of Rep Rate House incumbent Express House vote intention

������ � .� . Effect of shifts in US House campaign coverage, by college
education
Note: For the complete regression models, seeTable K.5. Bars indicate the percentage point
increase in the odds of respondents correctly arraying the candidates on the ideological
spectrum, rating the incumbent, and indicating a vote choice in2014 after not having been
able to do so in2010. The point estimates are based on a two standard deviation increase in
the number of campaign stories between2010 and 2014. Data are from our congressional
elections content analysis and the2010–2014 CCES Panel Study.
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coverage may be more consequential for less politically interested individ-
uals. But even that is uncertain. In a series of alternative analyses, we
cannot reproduce the� nding, suggesting that the result appears to be
sensitive to modeling choices.28 Given the generally uniform �ndings
across education levels in the rest of our analyses, it seems unlikely that
local news effects are consistently stronger among less politically
interested citizens.

Collectively, the individual-level�ndings look a lot like the results from
the aggregate data: When local news declines, everyone pays a price in
knowledge and participation. Politically interested citizens have little in
the way of alternative sources of information, so even if they want to seek
out local news, their options are limited.


��
������

Over the course of the last20 years, the expansion of the US media
environment opened up a gap in political participation in national polit-
ics– political junkies became even more active, while those with middling
interest in politics stayed home. But our analyses in this chapter tell a very
different story about citizen engagement in America’s cities and towns. As
newspaper coverage of local government has declined, engagement has
fallen for everyone. With few alternatives for substantive news about
local politics, even the politically interested know less and vote less than
they did two decades ago. That is as true for college-educated
Pennsylvania Republicans as it is for California Democrats who didn’t
�nish high school.

This is not to say, however, that the decline in local engagement is the
same in all communities across the country, or will continue to be. In
places where local newspapers have managed to survive the rise of the
Internet, the drying up of advertising revenue, and the effects of the
coronavirus pandemic, local engagement may stabilize or decline only
moderately. But in the many cities where newspapers have folded or been
so hollowed out as to become civically irrelevant, residents– news and
entertainment fans alike– may �nd themselves increasingly unmoored
from the actions of their local governments. Current trends in citizen
engagement, in short, depend less on the composition of the community
than on the severity of its journalistic crisis.

28 In cross-sectional models employing a lagged dependent variable from2010, we � nd no
signi� cant interactions between campaign coverage and education. SeeTable K.6.
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As a practical matter, nonmetropolitan areas are most likely to suffer
the consequences of the erosion of local news. As we demonstrated in
Chapter 3, newspapers in smaller communities have cut coverage to the
same degree as big city papers, if not more. Because many small-market
papers constitute the only available source of local government reporting,
though, the effects of their demise may be especially profound. To the ills
heaped upon smaller, rural communities by the decades-long increase in
economic inequality, now add greater damage from the crisis in
local journalism.

Although the magnitude of the effects of declining coverage are most
acute in places with an already severely diminished information environ-
ment, the basic problems arising from the demise of local newspapers are
more or less the same in every US community. As local journalism goes, so
go the prospects for democratic accountability. Those prospects, then,
hinge on reinvigorating local news in the United States, and Americans’
exposure to it. How to do that is the focus of thenext chapter.
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6

Saving Local News

The turmoil in the local news business is not just about journalism– it is
about the democratic health of American communities. As we have
shown in the previous chapters, the internet-induced� nancial upheaval
in the newspaper industry is nothing short of a crisis. Coverage of local
public affairs across the United States has declined severely since just the
turn of the century. And as Americans’ exposure to local political news
has waned, they have grown less knowledgeable about local government
and less likely to participate in local elections. The question is no longer
whether local news is dying or whether citizen engagement is withering
along with it. The question now is how to save it.

For even many journalists, that ship has sailed.“ I can’t even imagine
what the � rst step would be to turn things around,” Josh Ellerbrook of
the Lima News in Northwest Ohio told us. With readers and advertisers
migrating away from print journalism and digital revenue failing to make
up the difference, a veteran reporter at a Southern daily put his paper’s
timeline for survival at “ about � ve years.” The industry is “ just limping
toward the � nish line,” said Alex Rose, a longtime journalist at
Pennsylvania’s Delaware County Daily Times. Indeed, the overwhelming
majority of reporters and editors we interviewed shared a fatalistic view.
“ We can’t save local news,” a reporter from a midsized paper in the
Midwest told us. “ The best we can do is stop it from dying a fast death.”

At the root of this pessimism is a generational reality– newspapers’
most loyal readers won’t be around for much longer. “ When the Baby
Boomers die, it’s over for local papers,” said Jeff Parrott, of Indiana’s
South Bend Tribune. “ Everyone who reads the print edition will be
dead.” Local news is no longer the centerpiece of Americans’ daily routine

108

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.006


the way that it once was.“ If you love to read the paper with your coffee
and your Cheerios in the morning, then there’s a good chance you’re
dying,” said Jim Camden, a reporter at theSpokesman-Reviewin
Washington. Even though the paper“ costs less than a latte– and way
less than an extra hot latte with a hazelnut shot,” younger consumers
expect to get the news without paying for it, he told us. A newly minted
reporter who turned 24 the week we interviewed her validated her more
senior colleagues’ fears: “ In my demographic, we read all of our infor-
mation online and we want it all for free.” Local news faces an existential
threat – plain and simple – because there’s an ever-diminishing demand
for the product.

Is there any hope? Despite the industry’s challenges, we think there is.
Here, we shift our focus away from newsroom layoffs and shrinking news
holes to the other side of the equation: consumer interest in local news,
among young and old Americans alike. We focus on growing the audi-
ence because the reality is that local news– whether in the form of
newspaper companies or nimbler digital start-ups– will not be able to
serve its core democratic functions in the absence of consumer demand. If
citizens are uninterested in coverage of their local representatives and
government institutions, news organizations will have little incentive to
provide it. Thus, one essential element of a campaign to save local
journalism is boosting Americans’ interest in knowing what their local
elected of� cials are doing.

Although changing consumer preferences is not easy, we show in this
chapter that informing citizens about the importance of local government
and reminding them of its relevance can go a long way toward increasing
local news consumption. In a wide-ranging series of surveys and experi-
ments, we are able to increase Americans’ willingness to click on local
news headlines and sign up for local news digests. That is true even for
young people, where consumer demand for local news is the weakest. The
newspaper industry of the twentieth century is a thing of the past, but
growing consumer interest in local news– from both traditional outlets as
well as emerging digital sources– can create incentives for news organiza-
tions to provide the coverage of local government that democracy needs.

��� ������	
 ����
�� �� ���� ��	����� ����	�

Saving the local news industry has become something of an industry itself.
Hundreds of organizations– from newspapers to local start-ups to phil-
anthropic foundations to teams of academics– have generated a

The Pressing Problem of Weak Consumer Demand 109

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.006


seemingly endless list of ideas to pull local journalism back from the
brink. The vast majority of reformers’ energy has been on the supply side,
seeking ways to improve news organizations’ �nances or expand their
reporting capacity. Those initiatives have called for structural changes to
the for-pro�t business model;1 the emergence of a new class of civic-
minded, wealthy benefactors; and government subsidies for the local
news industry.2 In the meantime, to save money newspapers have elimin-
ated print production, gotten rid of their physical newsrooms, or cut
salaries and staff, as we detailed in earlier chapters.3 But as traditional
cost cutting has managed only to soften the blow, some outlets have
adopted new strategies to maintain their reporting: collaborating on
investigative projects with their competitors;4 seeking grant money to
fund enterprise projects;5 and welcoming to their newsrooms reporting
fellows from organizations like Report for America.6

The emphasis on the supply side is essential, given what we’ve
described throughout this book. If the reporting capacity of local news
organizations continues to erode, local political engagement is likely to go
with it. But the other side of the economic equation– consumers’ demand

1 Peter Kafka,“ Here’s an Idea to Save Local News: Stop Trying to Make a Pro� t from Local
News,” Vox, February13, 2020. www.vox.com/recode/2020/2/13/21135166/local-news-
nonprofit-plan-john-thornton-american-journalism-texas-tribune-recode-media-peter-kaf
ka (July 18, 2020).

2 Kerry Flynn, “ The Call for Federal Support of Local News Is Getting Louder,” CNN.com,
April 20, 2020. www.cnn.com/2020/04/20/media/government-funding-local-news/index
.html (July 18, 2020); and Christine Schmidt,“ How Free Press Convinced New Jersey
to Allocate $2 Million for Rehabilitating Local News, ” Nieman Lab, July 15, 2019. www
.niemanlab.org/2019/07/how-free-press-convinced-new-jersey-to-allocate-2-million-for-re
habilitating-local-news/ (July 18, 2020).

3 David Ho, “ Cutting Print: Making It Work When Publishing Days Must Go, ” American
Press Institute, August 26, 2019. www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/
strategy-studies/cutting-print/ (July 18, 2020); Elahe Izadi, “ The Newsroom Was the
Beating Heart of the Local Newspaper. What’s Lost When the Owner Shuts It Down?”
Washington Post, August 18, 2020. www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/media/the-news
room-was-the-beating-heart-of-a-local-newspaper-whats-lost-when-the-owner-shuts-it-do
wn/2020/08/17/6e9840e4-dcd8-11ea-8051-d5f887d73381_story.html (August 19, 2020).

4 Caroline Porter, “ Adapting to a Changing Climate: How Collaboration Addresses Unique
Challenges in Climate-Change and Environmental Reporting,” Center for Cooperative
Media, July 2020. https://medium.com/centerforcooperativemedia/climate-speci� c-
reasons-help-propel-growth-in-journalism-collaborations-4696dc2f672c (July 18, 2020).

5 Kristen Hare, “ How the Times Picayune Is Rebuilding Its Environment Team in a Critical
Time,” Poynter, January 18, 2017. www.poynter.org/tech-tools/2017/how-the-times-pic
ayune-is-rebuilding-its-environmental-team-in-a-critical-time/(July 18, 2020).

6 “ Get Involved,” Report for America. www.reportforamerica.org/get-involved/ (July
18, 2020).
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for local news– is just as worthy of attention. Even if structural reform or
an infusion of philanthropic or government funding can steady the indus-
try’s �nancial footing, its ability to sustain coverage of local government
in the long run depends on an audience.

Attracting such an audience, however, is a challenge, especially given
the menu of national news options. Traf� c to local newspaper websites is
so miniscule that it constitutes“just a rounding error ” on the entire
landscape of the Internet.7 Even within the market for news, national
news sites dominate local ones, soaking up more than85% of consumers’
visits.8 This disparity is also evident in the 2019 Cooperative
Congressional Election Study, where we asked a nationally representative
sample of Americans several questions about their media habits.9

Even though surveys tend to in�ate the overall size of the news audi-
ence, comparisons between local and national news attention highlight
the problem.10 A majority of Americans described themselves as local
news consumers, but the share who said they follow local news“very
closely” was 13 points lower than the percentage who said the same
about national news (see the top ofTable 6.1). Meanwhile, more con-
sumers said they follow local news“not very closely” or “not closely at
all” than said the same about national news. When respondents described
their media habits in the previous day, they also reported signi�cantly
lower levels of attention to local than national news (see the bottom
of Table 6.1). And although most Americans are media omnivores–
consuming at least some national and local news– 19% of respondents
reported exposure to only national news, while just10% reported reading
or seeing only local news. Put another way, the share of Americans who
consume exclusively national news is twice as big as the share who
consume only local news.

One key reason for the disparity is that to many Americans, the kind of
news that might appear on the front page of the local paper– mayoral

7 Hindman 2015.
8 Hindman 2018.
9 None of our � ndings appears peculiar to2019. From surveys in2017 and 2018, we

identi� ed the same patterns.
10 Asking about both national and local news helps deal with the fact that survey measures of

news consumption can be unreliable. People have a hard time accurately reporting their own
behavior, and sometimes, they may exaggerate their news consumption habits because they
know that following the news is the socially desirable thing to do (Prior2009). Although we
have to be circumspect in characterizing absolute levels of local news consumption, this
comparative approach demonstrates clearly that among people who express interest in
following news of some sort, demand for local news is relatively weak.
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elections or city council actions– is just not as interesting as what national
politics offers. In our survey, we asked respondents whether the words
“entertaining” and “boring ” describe national and local politics.
Compared to national politics, respondents were11 points more likely
to agree that local politics was boring and9 points less likely to describe it
as entertaining.11

And these �gures actually underestimate the long-term problem for
local journalism. That’s because the most loyal group of local news
consumers by far is the senior set. Consistent with the impressions of
the journalists we interviewed, the survey data show that whereas82% of
Americans 65 or older reported paying either “very ” or “somewhat”
close attention to local news, just69% of non-seniors did the same (If
we consider only respondents younger than45, that number falls to
63%). While American politics in recent years has been riven by divisions
involving education, race, partisanship, and gender, age is by far the
biggest cleavage when it comes to local news consumption (see

���
� � .� . Consumption of local and national news

Local
News

National
News

How closely do you follow … ?
Very closely 27% 40%
Somewhat closely 45 38
Not very closely 20 13
Not at all closely 8 9

In the past24 hours, have you… ?
Read a newspaper, magazine, blog, or other outlet 41 45
Watched TV news (including cable) 45 55
Read or watched any news 65 74

Note: Sample sizes for each question range from995 to 1,000.
Source:2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.

11 In the era of Donald Trump, the fact that people are drawn more to national than local
news for entertainment purposes is perhaps no surprise. Few Americans have a mayor
who has ever done or said anything half as arresting as even the median Trump tweet-
storm. But this is not entirely a Trump effect. Our � ndings – which we replicated in
2017 and 2018 – are consistent with evidence from the Obama era, during which time
consumers in one experimental study were more likely to read a news story with a
headline about the president than a story with a headline about their mayor (see
Hopkins 2018).
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Figure 6.1). As the population ages and increasingly is made up of
generations whose interest in local news is more tepid, the consumer
demand problem for the industry will only grow.

This reality has led to dour assessments, shared by the journalists we
interviewed, about the prospects of growing the local news audience. The
proliferation of media outlets devoted to national politics, after all, has
made coverage about Congress and the president ubiquitous and inescap-
able to consumers who have even a passing interest in public affairs. The
same can hardly be said about news from county commission meetings.
Moreover, large national news organizations have a huge resource advan-
tage over local outlets, plowing millions of dollars into maximizing their
websites’ “ stickiness,” an industry term describing audience engagement.
And algorithms tend to surface national news coverage in search engine
results and social media feeds, reducing consumers’ chances of encounter-
ing local news during casual scrolling.12 For many of these reasons,

65+Under 65

No college College

Black White

RepsDems

MenWomen

65% 75% 85%

Local news consumers

Gender

Partisanship

Race

Education

Age

��
��� � .� . Demographic gaps in following local news
Notes: Dots indicate the percentage of respondents in each demographic category who
report following local news “ somewhat” or “ very closely.” Data come from the
2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.

12 Fischer, Jaidka, and Lelkes2020.
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consumers view online local news as an“inferior good, ” which means
that it holds relatively little value and also makes it unlikely that people
will pay for it. 13 In 2019, industry analyst Ken Doctor concluded,“ The
old world is over, and the new one– one of ghost newspapers, news
deserts, and under-informed communities– is headed straight for us.” 14

In other words, good luck bringing the audience back.

� 	�� �������� �� �	������	
 ��	����� ����	�
��� 
���
 	���

Although improving the abysmal state of local news websites15 and capital-
izing on the relatively high trust among local outlets’ audiences may help,16

the most common refrain when it comes to consumer demand is that
something more must be done. But no one knows quite what. The closest
thing to a strategy has been to emphasize what consumers would lose if local
news disappeared. In a2020 editorial, the Los Angeles Timeswarned that
residents would“ lose not just a crucial source of the information needed to
navigate the travails of daily life, but also in many cases the only local
organization working to hold government, businesses, and powerful indi-
viduals accountable.” 17 Following layoffs at the New York Daily News in
2018, Kyle Pope, editor-in-chief and publisher of theColumbia Journalism
Review, wrote that journalists were running out of time to make the case to
America for “ why the country should care if local news goes away” :

What does it mean not to have local news in your town? Would it change where
you live, how you raise your kids, where they go to school? It would if a local coach
were abusing kids, and would have kept doing so if a newspaper hadn’t reported it.
It would if money that was supposed to be going to city services was instead going
to higher � nancing costs for government bonds, since no one was paying attention
to the deals the city was cutting. It would if there were a spike in health viruses,
because there wasn’t the news infrastructure to warn people to be safe.18

13 Hsiang and Ng 2020.
14 Ken Doctor, “ Newsonomics: By Selling to America’s Worst Newspaper Owners, Michael

Ferro Ushers the Vultures into Tribune,” Nieman Lab, November 20, 2019. www
.niemanlab.org/2019/11/newsonomics-by-selling-to-americas-worst-newspaper-owners-
michael-ferro-ushers-the-vultures-into-tribune/(July 20, 2020).

15 Hindman 2018.
16 Knight Foundation 2019.
17 “ Editorial: Local Newspapers Are Dying. Here’s How to Save Them,” Los Angeles

Times, May 24, 2020. www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2020-05-24/local-newspapers-
dying-ways-to-save-them(July 28, 2020).

18 Kyle Pope,“ Who Suffers When Local News Disappears?” Columbia Journalism Review,
July 23, 2018. www.cjr.org/business_of_news/new-york-daily-news.php(August 5,
2018). See also, Denise Dick,“ When a Newspaper Folds, We All Lose. That’s
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Compelling as these hypothetical scenarios are (and as prescient as
Pope was about the emergence of a new virus), there are at least two
dif�culties with selling consumers on local news by asking them to envi-
sion how bad things might get if it didn’t exist. First, it requires a complex
cognitive task. Consumers would need to envision a future without local
news, imagine its consequences, and then behave in some way– either by
visiting a local news site or supporting it�nancially – to help sustain local
news. Second, arguments framed in terms of loss, while often persuasive,
can reduce people’s tendency to engage in costly activism.19 Emphasizing
the dangers of a world without local journalism may successfully engen-
der worry, but it might not expand the market for local public affairs
information. Rather, we need a new approach that doesn’t rely on specu-
lation or doomsday scenarios.

We contend that the route to reinvigorating demand for local news,
among older and younger Americans alike, lies not in browbeating
consumers about the necessity of local journalism itself. Instead, a
better strategy is to boost interest in local news indirectly by
reminding the public about the importance of its bread-and-butter
content: local government. If more people see local politics as a
critical part of their communities, the more likely they will be to seek
out coverage of it.

Theoretically, we focus on two sets of attitudes that have been the
focus of much research on social and political behavior. One set of
beliefs should generate what scholars call“ instrumental” motivations,
which can lead people to take action because they expect to receive some
kind of bene� t. If citizens believe, for instance, that local governments
make decisions that have consequences for their own lives– say, setting
property tax rates – they may follow local news for the purposes of
learning enough about the issues to cast an informed vote or in� uence
elected of� cials in some way.

To measure the prevalence of these instrumental motivations, we asked
respondents whether they’d use the terms“affects my life,” “ important,”
and “relevant” to describe local and national politics. Although not
everyone sees local politics this way, most believe that local government
is consequential and a majority view local government as just as relevant

Especially True in Youngstown, Ohio,” Washington Post, July 5, 2019. www
.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/07/05/when-newspaper-folds-we-all-lose-thats-espe
cially-true-youngstown/?utm_term=.69068b4b6f92 (August 10, 2019).

19 Levine and Kline2019.
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to their lives as national politics (seeFigure 6.2). These sentiments cut
across generations, with respondents under65 just as likely to express
them as senior citizens. Regardless of age, many Americans care about the
actions of the institutions that local news outlets cover.

A second set of motivations are“ expressive,” which can lead people to
take an action not because they expect a tangible bene�t but because it
provides them emotional or psychological satisfaction. For example, if
people believe that keeping up with the news is an important part of being
a good citizen or community member, then they may pay attention to
local news as a way of adhering to community norms.20 Such beliefs can
strongly in�uence people’s social and political behavior.21

69%

62%

60%

59%

62%

66%Local politics

National politics

Important

Relevant

Affects my life

��
��� � .� . Impressions of local versus national politics
Notes: Bars represent the percentage of respondents who reported that each word or phrase
described local and national politics. Data come from the2019 CCES survey.

20 This is consistent with a body of work that views news consumption as a function of the
“ uses and grati� cations” people want media to satisfy (e.g., Blumler and Katz1974; Lee
2013). See also Hopkins (2018, 62–67) for a related review of the literature on political
engagement.

21 See Sinclair (2012) for an overview of social in� uence in politics.
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Indeed, the vast majority of Americans agree about the social importance of
following local news. In our survey, we asked how important it is for people to
engage in a variety of activities“ in order to be a good citizen.” The most widely
embraced norms are following thelaw and paying taxes, but nearly8 in 10
think following local politics is an imp ortant part of being a good citizen, too
(seeFigure 6.3).22 Once again, younger and older respondents have similar
attitudes, suggesting that a wide swath of Americans believe that keeping up
with local government is a prevailing social norm worth adhering to.23

91%

91

88

83

82

80

78Follow local politics

Follow national politics

Volunteer

Serve on a jury

Vote

Pay taxes

Follow the law

��
��� � .� . Views of what makes someone a good citizen
Note: Bars indicate the percentage of respondents who said that each activity was“ pretty
important ” or “ essential” for good citizenship. Data come from the2019 CCES survey.

22 For a set of similar � ndings, see John Gramlich,“ What Makes a Good Citizen? Voting,
Paying Taxes, Following the Law Top List,” Pew Research Center, July 2, 2019. www
.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/02/what-makes-a-good-citizen-voting-paying-taxes-
following-the-law-top-list/ (August 9, 2020).

23 Seniors are somewhat more likely than non-seniors to say that following local politics is
an important part of being a good citizen (87% compared to 75%). That difference,
however, is due to seniors being more likely than non-seniors to view every responsibility
we asked about as more important for being a good citizen. The divides are10–12
percentage points across the board. In other words, controlling for differences in beliefs
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The relevance of both instrumental and expressive attitudes for local
news consumption is evident inFigure 6.4. In the left-hand panel, the x-
axis represents a scale, ranging from0 to 3, based on the number of
terms – affects my life, relevant, and important– that respondents said
described local politics. A respondent who thought all three terms
described local politics, for example, received a score of3. Someone
who thought local politics was only relevant and important received a
score of2.24 For each point on this“importance” scale, we calculated the
percentage of local news consumers in the group– people who said they
followed local news “somewhat” or “very ” closely.

There is a clear relationship between the importance respondents
ascribe to local politics and their consumption of local news. The over-

50%

68%

78%
81%

Not important Important

Attitudes toward local politics

36%

62%

74%

82%

Not at all Essential

Importance of local politics for good citizenship

��
��� � .� . The relationship between local news consumption and attitudes
about local politics
Notes: Bars represent the percentage of respondents who report following local politics
“ somewhat” or “ very” closely. Data come from the2019 CCES. N =1,000.

about citizenship in general, younger and older Americans have virtually identical views
about the importance of following local politics.

24 The mean was1.86.
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whelming majority of respondents (81%) with the most positive instru-
mental attitudes pays attention to local news. Only50% of those who
view local politics as unimportant do the same.25 People’s views of local
government – especially in terms of how important they believe local
politics is – appear to give them an instrumental motivation to keep up
with the news. Indeed, in an open-ended question,68% of local news
consumers said that they follow local news because it’s important to stay
informed about what’s happening in their neighborhood, community,
or town.

Expressive motivations appear to affect local news consumption, too
(see the right-hand panel ofFigure6.4). As we move across the categories
of the importance of following local politics for good citizenship, the
percentage of respondents in each who regularly consume local news
steadily increases. Whereas less than half the people for whom following
local politics is “not at all important ” for being a good citizen are regular
local news consumers, the number rises to more than8 out of 10 among
people who believe it is“ essential.” 26

These� ndings point toward two potential ways to increase demand for
local news. The� rst applies to the segment of the public– about one-
third – that does not view local politics as relevant to their lives. For some,
these sentiments may re� ect general disenchantment with the political
system. But for many– as evidence throughout the book has suggested–
the source of these views is a lack of information: They don’t know what
their local government does and are unaware of the profound in�uence it
has on their daily lives.

Research suggests that simply informing or reminding these individuals
about the relevance of politics in their community might increase their
motivation to follow local news. A variety of studies have shown that

25 The results are similar when we replace attention to local politics with self-reported
consumption of local news. The results also withstand standard demographic controls,
as well as measures of a respondent’s trust in local media.

26 At the same time, the correlation between the instrumental and expressive value of local
politics and actually keeping up with local government is not particularly strong. It is also
weaker than the corresponding correlations with respect to national politics and consum-
ing national news. For instance, the correlation between attitudes about the importance of
local politics and local news attention is0.31, but the same relationship at the national
level is0.49. Likewise, the correlation between thinking that following local politics is an
important component of citizenship and local news attention is (again)0.31, but 0.50 for
the comparable questions about national politics and news attention.
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information can signi�cantly alter people’s political beliefs or behavior.
For instance, people who possess– or are provided with – knowledge
about crime rates, foreign aid, or a wide variety of policy areas often have
substantially different attitudes about those issues than people with less
accurate information.27 When people are better informed, they also vote
differently and are more likely to participate in politics.28 There is evi-
dence this is true when it comes to local politics in particular. One set of
studies found that when people received information about the effective-
ness of their local governments, attitudes about their local elected of�cials
changed.29 These�ndings suggest that for Americans who are generally
unaware of what local government does, receiving information that
emphasizes its importance may serve to increase their interest in local
politics and boost their motivation to follow local news.

The second way to increase demand applies to the substantial number
of people who view local politics as important– either for instrumental or
expressive reasons– but are not regular local news consumers. About one
in �ve respondents who said in our surveys that following local politics is
“essential” to being a good citizen, for instance, don’t live up to that
standard themselves. That represents a signi� cant degree of slack between
some Americans’ instrumental and expressive attitudes and their media
habits. For them, activating those attitudes– making them more salient–
as they make news consumption decisions may motivate them to follow
local news.

This logic draws on the large body of“priming ” research in psych-
ology, political science, and communication. The basic idea is that
people’s decision-making is in�uenced by the attitudes or “consider-
ations” that are most cognitively accessible.30 Cognitive accessibility is
determined by how recently or frequently a consideration has been acti-
vated in a person’s mind. In a standard example, voters exposed to heavy
media coverage about the economy are more likely to evaluate the presi-
dent on the basis of economic conditions than voters not exposed to the
same coverage. Priming– or simply making more salient– a particular set
of considerations may be enough to lead someone to a different decision

27 Althaus 1998; Gilens2001.
28 Bartels1996; Hayes and McKee2009; Nicholson and Miller 1997.
29 James2011.
30 Higgins and King 1981; Iyengar and Kinder1987; Krosnick and Kinder 1990; Scheufele

and Tewksbury 2007.
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or behavior. In our case, that means exposure to messages about the
importance of local politics could make those views more salient and
boost interest in and consumption of local news.

Of course, informing and reminding people about the importance of
local politics won’t create wholesale changes in their consumption pat-
terns. News habits are strongly in� uenced by the availability of content–
for instance, in social media feeds– and the dominance of national news
in the media ecosystem means that local news will always have a hard
time breaking through. But informing people about the relevance of local
government or priming existing attitudes about its importance may nudge
them to seek out local news and to pay attention when they encounter it.
Even a resulting modest boost in consumer demand could give news
organizations the incentive to preserve the coverage of local government
that is essential for democratic accountability.

�����	
 ��� ��
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We test these arguments with an experimental approach that draws on
four studies we conducted between2018 and 2020. The experiments
involve different samples and contexts– a nationally representative
survey conducted in the midst of a presidential impeachment debate; a
multi-wave survey of Democrats during the 2020 presidential
primaries; an exit poll during the 2018 midterms in the Washington,
DC suburbs; and a second exit poll during the 2019 legislative
elections in Virginia. The experiments rely on two messages to determine
whether providing people information and activating attitudes about
the importance of local politics can increase their consumption of
local news. One message reminds voters that local governments
make decisions that affect people’s lives. A second emphasizes the social
norm that following local politics is part of being a good citizen.
Despite the variety of settings, we� nd consistent evidence that both
messages can boost local news interest and consumption. Critically, these
messages also signi� cantly close the generation gap, bringing younger
Americans’ interest in local news close to the levels of their senior citizen
counterparts.

George Washington University Politics Poll

In September2019, we embedded in the nationally representative George
Washington University Politics Poll an experiment designed to test our
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information and priming arguments.31 In some ways, this was an inaus-
picious moment to try to activate interest in local news. The country was
in the run-up to a wide open Democratic presidential primary and gripped
by a debate over what would eventually become the�rst set of impeach-
ment charges against Donald Trump. The majority of the survey of1,200
US adults focused on national politics, but toward the end, respondents
encountered the experiment.

The �rst part of the experiment involved showing respondents a series
of three statements“that many Americans agree with.” Two of the
statements were the same for everyone:“People should vote for the best
person for the job, not just their favored political party” and “It is
important for students to learn about American politics and history in
school.” As a way of ensuring that respondents read the statements, we
asked whether they had heard them before.32

The experimental treatment occurred in a third statement shown to
each respondent. People randomly assigned to the control group saw
“Money can help make people comfortable, but it can’t buy happiness.”
Because the statement is unrelated to politics, it should not affect people’s
interest in local news. Respondents assigned to the two experimental
treatments saw one of two other statements. The�rst, designed to give
people information about the relevance of local government, read,“Local
governments make many decisions that affect your life and the lives of
your neighbors.” We call this the Local Government treatment. The
second, intended to prime the importance of local politics, read,
“Following local politics and government is an important part of being
an informed citizen.” This is the Informed Citizen treatment.

After respondents saw these statements, we told them we wanted some
information about the kind of news they liked to follow. For each of the
following four headlines – which we told respondents they“ might come
across on a website or in social media” – we asked how likely they would
be to click and read the full story:

� City Council passes bill to limit new housing permits despite vocal
opposition

� President says he will defy Congress, issue executive order expanding
transportation plans

31 The survey was� elded by the� rm YouGov.
32 We were not actually interested in whether they had heard them, but this was a mechan-

ism to ensure exposure.
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� New restaurant opens in building that once was home to a movie
theater

� Major league baseball ticket sales decline for the fourth straight year

Respondents could say they were“ not at all,” “ not very,” “ somewhat,” or
“ very” likely to click each. If the two treatments boost interest in local news,
then respondents in the Local Government and Informed Citizen conditions
should express a greater likelihood of clicking the City Council story– the one
headline related to local politics– than respondents in the control group.33

And they do. The difference is driven primarily by the fact that respond-
ents in the treatment groups were more likely to say they were“ very likely”
to click the City Council story (seeFigure 6.5).34 On the other end of the
spectrum, treatment group respondents were also less likely to say they were
“ very unlikely” to click the City Council story, although those differences
are somewhat smaller and less certain.35 On the whole, both the Local
Government and Informed Citizen treatments had similar effects, suggesting
that both providing information and activating social norms about citizen-
ship can work to increase demand for local news in the aggregate.36

We also � nd that increasing respondents’ interest in local news does
not drive down engagement with other news topics. When we compare
interest in the stories about national politics, a restaurant opening, and
baseball ticket sales, we uncover no signi� cant differences between the
control and treatment groups. This is important for two reasons. First, it
suggests that the treatments effectively targeted attitudes associated with
local news, rather than just news or public affairs in general. Second, it
indicates that our strategy for increasing interest in local news does not
threaten audiences for other types of content. Admittedly, the choice
environment of our survey does not force respondents to make trade-
offs – they can express high levels of interest in all stories if they so choose.

33 We randomized the order in which each headline appeared.
34 In a logit model, the p-value of the difference between the Local Government treatment

and the control is 0.11 (one-tailed), and the p-value of the difference between the
Informed Citizen treatment and the control is0.05 (one-tailed).

35 In the control group, 15.2% of respondents said they were“ not at all” likely to click the
City Council story, while the share was12.3% in the Local Government treatment and
12.6% in the Informed Citizen treatment.

36 If we convert responses from the“ not at all” to “ very” likely scale into numerical values
(ranging from 1 to 4), interest in the City Council story was higher in the two treatment
groups (a mean of2.79 in each) compared to the control (2.70). The p-value of the
difference between the control group mean and the treatment group means is0.08 (one-
tailed).
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But at least in this context, increased engagement with local news does not
appear to compromise interest in national politics, food, or sports.

The fact that these relatively mild experimental treatments produced
differences in expressed interest in local news, particularly in the midst of
a survey about a presidential campaign and impeachment inquiry, is
encouraging. But because we did not have prior measures of respondents’
attitudes about local politics, it is impossible to say whether the treatments
work for the reasons we expect. That is, does the Local Government
treatment provide information about local government’s relevance, and
the Informed Citizen treatment prime existing attitudes about the import-
ance of local politics? For that kind of evidence, we turn to a second study.

Democratic Panel Survey

The second experiment took place in the� nal wave of a four-wave panel
survey of a national sample of Democrats conducted from January

21.4%

26.0%

27.8%

Control Local
Government

Informed
Citizen

��
��� � .� . Share of respondents“ very likely” to click City Council story, by
experimental condition
Notes:Data come from1,199 respondents in the2019 GW Politics Poll. The sample size was
405 in the control group, 399 in the Local Government treatment, and395 in the Informed
Citizen treatment.
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through August 2020. The experiment was virtually identical to the GW
Politics Poll experiment – respondents were randomly assigned to a
control, Local Government, or Informed Citizen condition.37 But the
panel format, involving repeated interviews with 1,704 of the same
individuals, allows us to determinehow the treatments work, and how
the two messages may boost local news interest among different groups of
people.38

In the second wave of the survey (March2020), we asked respondents
about their views of local politics. These were the same questions we used
to tap into instrumental and expressive attitudes in the2019 CCES:
whether local politics affects their lives and is relevant and important, as
well as how important following local politics is to being a good citizen.
We used the responses to create a scale that accounts for both sets of
beliefs.39 Higher scores on the scale indicate that respondents viewed local
politics as more important.40

The key question is how these preexisting attitudes about local politics
moderate the effects of our experimental treatments. If the Local
Government treatment works by providing information about the
importance of local government– which some respondents may not be
aware of – then these preexisting attitudes should not moderate its effects.
Instead, the treatment should work simply by making people more aware
of the relevance of local politics. The effects of the Informed Citizen
treatment, however, should depend on people’s prior views of local
politics. The people who already believe local politics is important should

37 The only difference is that we modi� ed the headline about Major League Baseball because
the coronavirus pandemic had delayed the season.

38 The survey was run by researchers at George Washington University and� elded by
YouGov. Respondents were individuals who identi� ed themselves as Democrats and
Democratic-leaning independents.

39 We rescaled the variable to range from0 to 1. The sample weighted mean is0.54, with a
standard error of .01.

40 Measuring these attitudes in March gives us an additional check on the argument that
attitudes about local politics in� uence interest in local news. Because respondents in the
2019 CCES were asked about both interest in local politics and local news in the same
survey, it is dif� cult to disentangle cause and effect. But here, since we measured attitudes
about local politics months before the experiment, we can be more con� dent that any
relationship we uncover is causal. And indeed, we� nd a signi� cant relationship. Focusing
on control group respondents (who were not subject to an experimental treatment), we
� nd that individuals who scored higher on the importance of local politics scale in March
were more likely to say in August they would read the local news story. For instance,
among respondents who scored below the median on the scale,46% said they were either
“ somewhat” or “ very” likely to click and read the full City Council article. For those
above the median, that number was69%.
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respond most strongly when reminded (primed) that following it is part of
being a good citizen.

The experiment con�rmed the general �ndings from the GW Politics
Poll – 63% of respondents in the treatment groups said they were either
“somewhat” or “ very” likely to click the City Council story, compared to
just 57% in the control group.41 The Local Government treatment (64%)
had a somewhat stronger effect than the Informed Citizen treatment
(61%).42 Critically, the experiment also provided support for the theoret-
ical mechanisms we anticipated.

Turning � rst to the Local Government treatment, the magnitude of its
effect does not depend on people’s predispositions about local politics.
Each bar in Figure 6.6 represents the percentage point increase in the
likelihood, based on a shift from the 20th to the 80th percentile of
the local politics importance scale, that a respondent said he or she would
click the City Council story. In other words, the height of the bars indicates
how strongly people who already viewed local politics as important reacted
to the experimental treatments. The critical� nding is that the increase
among those assigned to the Local Government treatment was statistically
indistinguishable from those assigned to the control. While respondents’
interest in local news increased, their attitudes about local politics
played no greater role in generating that increase than they did in the
control group.

The reason is that the strongest effects of the Local Government
treatment occurred among people who were the least likely to be
informed about the activities of local government. Although we do not
have direct measures of local political knowledge, we do know whether
respondents at least occasionally read a local newspaper– something that
we showed in Chapter 4 is strongly associated with possessing basic
information about local politics.43 Non-newspaper readers in the Local
Government treatment were12 points more likely to say they would click

41 The p-value is 0.04. On the numerical scale (ranging from1–4), the average“ likely to
click” score was2.75 in the Local Government condition, 2.68 in the Informed Citizen
condition, and 2.61 in the control group. The p-value of the difference between the
control mean and the combined treatment means is0.06 (one-tailed). Thep-value of
the difference between the Local Government treatment and control is0.03, and 0.17
between the Informed Citizen and control.

42 The Local Government treatment is signi� cantly different from the control (p = 0.03),
while the Informed Citizen treatment is not (p = 0.14).

43 Fifty-three percent of respondents said they either“ regularly” or “ sometimes” read a
local newspaper.
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the City Council story than nonreaders in the control group. But among
newspaper readers, the treatment effect was a nonsigni� cant 2 points.
This is exactly what we would expect if the treatment is providing
respondents information they didn’t already have. Local newspaper
readers presumably know that local government affects their lives and
the lives of their neighbors– they see evidence of it every day. But because
that is less apparent to people who don’t read the newspaper, the Local
Government treatment had a much more substantial effect.

On the other hand, the experimental effects in the Informed Citizen
treatment are ampli� ed among people who already think local politics is
important. The percentage of respondents in the Informed Citizen treat-
ment who said they were likely to click the City Council story was nearly
30 points higher for people at the80th percentile of the local politics scale
than for those at the20th percentile.

7.2 pts.
8.9 pts.

29.6 pts.

Control Local
Government

Informed
Citizen

��
��� � .� . Differences in treatment effects based on respondent attitudes about
local politics
Notes: Bars represent the percentage point increase in being“ very likely” or “ somewhat
likely” to click on a City Council headline, moving from the 20th to 80th percentile on the
importance of politics scale, within each experimental condition. Data come from1,704
Democratic voters who participated in a four-wave panel survey from March to August
2020. The sample size for each condition was similar:566 in the control group; 573 in the
Local Government treatment; and565 in the Informed Citizen treatment.
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Figure 6.6, however, should not be read to suggest that the Informed
Citizen treatment is more effective than the Local Government condition.
The Local Government treatment, remember, generated larger effects
overall, including among people whose attitudes about local politics were
not particularly favorable. Thus, reminding people that local govern-
ments have a substantial in�uence on their lives may boost interest in
local news even among individuals who don’t care much about local
politics in the �rst place. Reminding people of the social norms associated
with citizenship, however, appears to work because it primes existing
attitudes about local politics. Among people who didn’t already think
local politics was important, the treatment had a negligible effect.

Of course, one limitation of the panel survey is that it includes only
Democrats. We cannot say whether a different pattern would apply
among Republicans, which is always a real possibility when considering
attitudes toward the media. But two factors increase our con� dence that
our strategies for increasing local news consumption cross party lines.
First, the survey evidence involves psychological processes that are not
partisan in nature. Second, although partisan polarization shapes views of
the media, that is much less true of local news organizations. Thus, a
communication campaign that informs and reminds people of the import-
ance of local politics may be able to increase interest in local public affairs
across a broad segment of the public.

Still, for our strategy to be practically useful, we need to show that it
can encourage people to do more thansaythey would click a City Council
story. Survey responses are arguably cheap talk. In order to reinvigorate
demand for local news, consumers must be motivated to engage in some
kind of costly behavior, such as actively seeking it out on a regular basis.

Election Day Exit Poll Experiments

To determine whether these messages about local politics can encourage a
more costly expression of interest in local news among actual voters in the
real world, we embedded an experiment in two Election Day exit polls.
We conducted the �rst in Arlington County, Virginia, just outside
Washington, DC, on November6, 2018.44 The second took place in the
City of Charlottesville, Virginia, on November 4, 2019. In both cases,
when a voter agreed to participate, the exit pollster handed the voter a

44 SeeAppendix L for details on the exit poll procedures, questionnaires, and samples.
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pen and a one-page survey on a clipboard. The exit pollster then stepped
away so that the respondent could privately complete the survey, which
included questions about the federal and county races in Arlington and
state legislative and city elections in Charlottesville. In all, we conducted
surveys with 1,068 voters in Arlington and 2,999 in Charlottesville.45

The �nal question on each survey allowed us to test whether our
information and priming arguments could generate for voters a more
substantial commitment to local news than merely saying they would
click on a made-up City Council story. In both experiments, we asked
participants whether they wanted to sign up for an electronic digest of
headlines from one of their community’s local news outlets. Voters in
Arlington saw a question that read,“Are you interested in signing up for a
daily digest of local news from ARLNow.com so that you can keep up
with what ’s going on in your community?” ARLNow is a local news
start-up that covers politics, culture, and community events in Arlington
County.46 In addition to posting stories throughout the day, the site sends
a summary of its coverage each afternoon to users who have signed up for
its news digest. In Charlottesville, respondents were asked whether they
would be interested in signing up for a daily digest of local news from the
Daily Progress, the major local newspaper serving central Virginia. We
invited respondents to provide their email address in a space provided on
the survey.47 Together, the studies allow us to examine whether we can
increase demand for local news from both an online start-up and a
traditional newspaper.

The experiment involved three versions of the wording of the
ARLNow or Daily Progress question, to which we randomly assigned
respondents. One group (the control) saw only the basic wording that
asked respondents if they wanted to sign up. A second and third group
randomly received the Local Government and Informed Citizen treat-
ments immediately before being asked whether they wanted to sign up
for the local news digest. The wording of the two treatments was identical
to the GW Politics Poll and Democratic Panel Survey experiments.
Support for our argument requires respondents in the treatment condi-
tions to provide their email addresses at higher rates than those in the
control group.

45 See AppendixTable L.1.
46 The site, which describes itself as a“ local, independent online news and lifestyle publica-

tion,” was founded in2010. For more information, see:www.arlnow.com/about/.
47 Respondents who provided their email addresses were later signed up for the digests.
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Before turning to the results, it is important to emphasize that asking
respondents to give their email address to a stranger for the purposes of
signing up for an actual local news digest allows us to measure the kind of
costly behavior that likely suggests a genuine interest in local news.
Nothing prevented respondents from refusing, and they received no spe-
ci� cs about the kind of local news stories that would subsequently popu-
late their in-boxes.48 Thus, we interpret providing an email address as a
strong signal of increased interest in local news.

Overall, 10.4% of respondents in Arlington provided their email
addresses; in Charlottesville,14.7% did so. But critically, Figure 6.7
illustrates that in both locations, the proportion was higher in the Local
Government and Informed Citizen treatments than in the control condi-
tion. The experimental effects were somewhat stronger in Charlottesville,
but the overall patterns are the same– respondents exposed to infor-
mation about the importance of local politics were always more likely to
sign up for the local news digest.49 We also found that the two experi-
mental treatments had similar effects, although the Informed Citizen
treatment had a slightly larger effect than the Local Government condi-
tion in Arlington, while the reverse was true in Charlottesville.

The Arlington experimental results also suggest that some respondents
who did not go so far as to provide their email addresses were still
in�uenced by the treatments. In response to the question about the local
news digest, voters could give their email address, simply answer“No, ”
or check a box that read,“I already subscribe to ARLNow.com.” Given
randomization, the share of respondents in each condition who already
subscribed should be the same. But we found that the percentage of voters
in the treatment conditions who already subscribed was4.6 percentage
points higher than in the control group.50 One interpretation is that the
treatments reminded voters that theyshould consume local news. Giving

48 Of course, respondents could provide a fake email address or one they only use for
marketing purposes. But the design provides a superior measure of actual interest in the
news than attitudinal measures typically used to gauge news consumption.

49 In the Arlington experiment, the difference between the Local Government treatment and
the control is not statistically signi�cant, but the p-value of the difference between the
Informed Citizen treatment and control is 0.09 (one-tailed). In Charlottesville, both
treatments are signi� cantly different from the control (p < 0.05). In neither study is the
difference between the effect of the two treatments signi� cant.

50 In the control, 21.4% of respondents said they already subscribed. That� gure was
28.4% in the Local Government treatment and23.7% in the Informed Citizen treatment.
The Local Government effect is signi� cant (p < 0.05) while the Informed Citizen effect
is not.
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��
��� � .� . Share of voters signing up for a local news digest in exit polls
Note: SeeAppendix L for details about the Arlington and Charlottesville exit polls.
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their email address to a stranger was more than they were willing to do, so
in an effort to appear engaged with local news, they responded that they
already subscribed. We can’t know whether this is the case, and we did
not � nd the same pattern in Charlottesville, but such behavior is consist-
ent with the logic of our argument – that making these attitudes salient
encourages people to engage with local news (or, as a� rst step, acknow-
ledge that they should).

Because we do not have prior measures of people’s attitudes about local
politics, we cannot fully test the mechanisms by which the two treatments
operate. But a question in the exit poll about people’s attention to politics
suggests that the information treatment had the strongest effects among
people least likely to be knowledgeableabout local politics. Among respond-
ents in Charlottesville who said they follow politics“ very closely,” the Local
Government treatment effect was3.2 points. Among those less attentive to
politics, however, it was twice as large:6.4 points. Likewise, in Arlington, the
Local Government treatment effect for those who follow politics very closely
was not statistically distinguishable from the control group– the treatment
had no effect. But among those who follow politics less closely, the Local
Government treatment effect was2.8 points. The exit polls did not include
measures analogous to our local politics importance scale, so we can’t test the
priming argument. But the results all suggest that the mechanisms we have
posited are clearly important for boosting interest in local news.

To be sure, we should be somewhat cautious when extrapolating from
our study to the broader US population. Owing partly to location – across
the Potomac River from the nation’s capital and amid a college town,
respectively– both Arlington County and Charlottesville are highly edu-
cated and politically engaged communities. Moreover, we sampled
voters – people who had just minutes before demonstrated a high level
of political engagement by casting a ballot in a midterm or off-year
election. But the results, which are consistent with our� ndings from
two national survey experiments, show that it is possible to boost interest
in local news in exactly the kind of place where consumers hold beliefs
that might make them amenable to the messages we tested. That we� nd
effects in both types of elections, and for two types of local news outlets,
offers promise for a demand-side solution to the local news crisis.

Closing the Generation Gap in Local News Interest

As promising as the experimental results are, the ef� cacy of a communi-
cation effort doesn’t depend just on its ability to increase overall levels of
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interest or consumption. For the strategy to present any hope for the
future of the industry, it must work among a wide swath of
Americans– especially young people, who are signi�cantly less interested
in local news than their older counterparts. That’s one of the most
important features of our approach. Because seniors (those65 and older)
and non-seniors (those under65) have similar attitudes about local polit-
ics, our experimental treatments should, theoretically, work across gener-
ations. But with non-seniors consuming less local news in the�rst place,
their interest has more room to grow. The fact that roughly one-quarter of
the respondents in each study was65 or older allows us to make some
consistent comparisons to determine whether our treatments can, in fact,
close the generation gap in local news interest.51

In short, we � nd that they can. The left side ofFigure 6.8 presents the
average treatment effects in the GW Politics Poll and the Democratic
Panel Survey for non-seniors (lighter bar) and seniors (darker bar). The
right side of the�gure does the same for the two exit polls. For simplicity,
we combine the two experimental conditions and compare them to
the control.

In the GW Politics Poll, the percentage of non-seniors who were“very
likely” to click the City Council story was 5.2 percentage points higher
among those who received either the Local Government or Informed
Citizen treatment than in the control. For seniors, the comparable effect
was 7.6 points. Although the average effects for seniors appear slightly
larger in the survey experiments, in neither study are they signi�cantly
different from the effects for non-seniors. And in the exit polls, the pattern
is reversed; the treatments boosted local news interest more among non-
seniors– and signi� cantly so in Arlington.

The upshot is that the treatments either closed the generation gap in
local news consumption or�ipped it in the favor of younger consumers.
To illustrate, Figure 6.9 shows the effects of the Informed Citizen treat-
ment among both sets of exit poll respondents. Among control group
voters in Arlington, the percentage of seniors who signed up for the local
news digest was nearly twice as large as the share of non-seniors who did
the same. In Charlottesville, there was virtually no generation gap. But
after being exposed to the Informed Citizen treatment, the gap between

51 The share of respondents65 or older was 22% in the GW Politics Poll, 20% in the
Democratic Panel Survey,22% in the Arlington exit poll, and 29% in Charlottesville
exit poll.

Testing the Argument: An Experimental Approach 133

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.006


seniors and non-seniors in Arlington shrunk to just2.5 percentage points.
In Charlottesville, non-seniors were nearly3 percentage pointsmore
likely than seniors to provide their email address. Activating attitudes
about local politics can not only increase the number of local news
consumers, but perhaps lay the foundation for a future audience.

��	�
����	

There is little optimism about the future of local news from journalists,
industry observers, academics, and most anyone else paying attention.
For good reason. Virtually any business facing uncertain revenue streams
and relatively weak demand would� nd little comfort in the seemingly
daily announcement of closures, layoffs, and hedge fund takeovers.

But the results of our experiments suggest a ray of hope. Reminding
Americans about the importance of local government can increase interest
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��
��� � .	 . Average experimental treatment effects, by age group
Notes: Bars represent the average treatment effect in each experiment for seniors and
non-seniors. In the GW Politics Poll and Democratic Panel, the bars indicate the change
in the percentage of respondents who indicated that they’d be “ very likely” to click on a
City Council headline if they were exposed to the Local Government or Informed
Citizen treatment as opposed to the control. For the exit polls, the bars indicate the
difference in providing an email address for respondents exposed to a treatment
versus the control.
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in local news. The right messages can boost interest among people
who don’t know much about what their local government does, as
well as among those who know that local government is important
but whose news habits don’t always re� ect that reality. These messages
can also help close the generation gap and bring younger consumers to the
local news market. A communication strategy like the one we’ve described
will not create extensive changes in news consumption; the effects of our
experimental treatments are generally modest. But they represent system-
atic evidence that the audience for local news can grow.

Increasing demand may be one effective way to increase the supply of
local political reporting. As in most businesses, the consumer is king. If
readers demonstrate that they want to know what their local elected of� cials
are doing, local news outlets will devote resources to covering local
government.

The strategy, however, can only prove practically feasible if news-
papers, local news start-ups, and organizations working to promote local
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��
��� � .
 . Share of voters signing up for a local news digest in exit polls, by
age group
Note: Lines represent the change in the percentage of seniors and non-seniors who provided
their email address after being exposed to the Informed Citizen treatment.
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journalism remind the country about the importance of local politics. On
one hand, this might seem unrealistic– whoever heard of a marketing
campaign to boost a generic public good like local news? The fact that
local newspapers have long been reticent to market themselves beyond
what many journalists consider the self-evident worth of their reporting
suggests that a new approach might succeed. And such an effort would be
no different than public health campaigns seeking to improve people’s
lives by providing them information and behavioral guidance. The health
of our democracy is at stake, and there is no reason that a communication
campaign based on the principles we’ve articulated here is not worth
trying.
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7

Local News and American Democracy

In June 2018, voters in the District of Columbia approved a ballot
initiative to raise the city’s minimum wage for restaurant workers who
rely on tips. Existing law allowed restaurant owners to pay servers and
bartenders a little less than four dollars an hour as long as they made
signi�cant gratuities. Advocates of the initiative argued that the system
was unfair, bene�ted employers at the expense of employees, and per-
petuated income inequality. A majority of voters in six of the city’s eight
wards agreed, and the measure passed by10 percentage points.1

Within a day of the election, there were rumblings that the City
Council planned to overturn the victory. Some elected of�cials said they
thought the public was confused about what the initiative meant. Others
contended that voters simply got it wrong, pointing out that even many
tipped workers didn’t support the measure. Regardless of whether confu-
sion or wrongheadedness accounted for the result, critics argued that low
turnout – just 18% – diminished the legitimacy of the election.“Initiative
77 was passed by a small fraction of DC’s eligible voters, but its impact
will be felt like an earthquake,” said one opponent in the restaurant
business.2 Another suggested that an election held“ in the middle of the

1 Rachel Sadon,“ 10 Things You Should Know about Initiative 77 and the 2018 D.C.
Primary,” DCist.com, June20, 2018. https://dcist.com/story/18/06/20/x-things-to-know-
about-the-2018-dc/ (accessed October12, 2020).

2 Martin Austermuhle, “ D.C. Voters Approve Initiative 77, Ballot Measure that Eliminates
Tipped Wage,” WAMU , June 19, 2018. https://wamu.org/story/18/06/19/d-c-voters-
approve-initiative-77-ballot-measure-eliminates-tipped-wage/(October 12, 2020).

137

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://dcist.com/story/18/06/20/x-things-to-know-about-the-2018-dc/
https://dcist.com/story/18/06/20/x-things-to-know-about-the-2018-dc/
https://dcist.com/story/18/06/20/x-things-to-know-about-the-2018-dc/
https://wamu.org/story/18/06/19/d-c-voters-approve-initiative-77-ballot-measure-eliminates-tipped-wage/
https://wamu.org/story/18/06/19/d-c-voters-approve-initiative-77-ballot-measure-eliminates-tipped-wage/
https://wamu.org/story/18/06/19/d-c-voters-approve-initiative-77-ballot-measure-eliminates-tipped-wage/
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.007


summer” somehow could not truly re�ect the public ’s preferences.3

“Virtually everyone I know did not support it, ” said a council member
who represented the city’s wealthiest neighborhoods.“We can change the
law.” 4

And they did. Four months after the election, the City Council, by a
margin of 8 to 5, scuttled the measure before it was enacted.5 “ If the law is
a bad law, it should be amended or repealed,” the Council’s chairman
told reporters. “ It does not matter if the law was adopted by the council,
the voters or Congress.” 6

Setting aside the question of whether ballot initiatives constitute a
sound way to make public policy, the episode illustrates a fundamental
threat arising from Americans’ growing disengagement from local polit-
ics. The smaller the number of voters who turn out in an election, the
easier it is to challenge the results. Politicians and groups who don’t like
an outcome can plausibly cast doubt on whether a slim electorate’s
decisions re�ect the broader public will. Elections are democracy’s mech-
anism to hold government of�cials accountable and ensure citizen repre-
sentation, but participation by only the few weakens their effectiveness.

The demise of the newspaper industry in the last two decades has
exacerbated the problems of limited public engagement in local politics.
The downward slide of local government coverage has left the nation less
knowledgeable about its local elected of�cials and less likely to participate
in local elections. These trends are concerning enough as they have
already played out. But they are particularly worrisome given local jour-
nalism’s precarious future. Without a revitalization of the local media
environment, democratic accountability and quality representation in
cities and towns across the United States will become increasingly elusive.

3 Rachel Sadon,“ 10 Things You Should Know about Initiative 77 and the 2018 D.C.
Primary,” DCist.com, June20, 2018. https://dcist.com/story/18/06/20/x-things-to-know-
about-the-2018-dc/ (accessed October12, 2020).

4 Julia Airey, “ Initiative 77’s Fate to Be Decided by D.C. Council,” Washington Times, June
20, 2018. www.washingtontimes.com/news/2018/jun/20/initiative-77s-fate-be-decided-
dc-council/ (October 12, 2020).

5 Fenit Nirappil, “ It ’s Of� cial: D.C. Council Has Repealed Initiative77, which Would Have
Raised Pay for Tipped Workers,” Washington Post, October 16, 2018. www
.washingtonpost.com/local/dc-politics/its-of� cial-dc-council-has-repealed-initiative-77/20
18/10/16/0532341a-d0b5-11e8-b2d2-f397227b43f0_story.html (October 12, 2020).

6 Fenit Nirappil, “ D.C. Council Overturns Wage Hike for Bartenders, Servers– Four
Months after Voters Approved It,” Washington Post, October 2, 2018. www
.washingtonpost.com/local/dc-politics/dc-council-takes-initial-vote-to-overturn-initiative-77-
four-months-after-voters-approved-it/2018/10/02/da906320-c651-11e8-b1ed-1d2d65b86d
0c_story.html (October 12, 2020).
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Throughout the � rst years of the twenty-�rst century, the struggles of the
newspaper business happened mostly under the radar. While journalists
and industry observers were well aware of the mounting�nancial chal-
lenges, the existential threat posed by declining advertising revenue and
legacy print production costs remained for the most part hidden from
public view. But as daily newspapers shrunk, cut their reporting staff, and
sometimes withered into unrecognizable husks, the extent of the local
news crisis became impossible to ignore.

Still, the scale of the devastation had been hard to quantify. But as we
showed inChapters2 and 3 through our original content analysis of more
than 200 newspapers across the country, the decline in coverage of local
government can only be described as profound. Consider these core
�ndings about local political reporting over the course of the last20 years:

� Overall, coverage of local politics– mayors, city and county govern-
ments, and school boards– has fallen by50%.

� Newspapers have cut local politics reporting more severely than other
content, such as national politics and sports.

� Papers of all sizes have seen their news hole shrink, but local politics
has taken the biggest hit at small papers.

� Reporting on school boards and county governments has fallen most
dramatically, largely because it is costly and generates less
reader engagement.

The great danger for local communities is obvious: With fewer, less
capable watchdogs, there is often no one keeping tabs on government
of�cials. “The next 10 or 15 years in this country are going to be a
halcyon era for state and local political corruption,” said David Simon,
the creator ofThe Wire and a former Baltimore Sunreporter. “It is going
to be one of the great times to be a corrupt politician. I really envy them.
I really do.” 7 This is no melodramatic exaggeration from a Hollywood
producer. The journalists we interviewed emphasized how dif�cult it has
already become for local papers to serve their traditional role as the
Fourth Estate.Bloomington Herald Times reporter Rich Jackson told us
that newspapers’ � nancial hardship has allowed governments to keep

7 Ryan Bort, “ John Oliver Explains Why Local Newspapers Are So Important,” Newsweek,
August 8, 2016. www.newsweek.com/john-oliver-last-week-tonight-journalism-488321
(October 13, 2020).
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secrets from the public.“Communities have never been that willing to
open up records to reporters,” he said. “They used to do it, though,
because we were willing to spend$10,000 or $15,000 on lawyers to open
records and for open meeting challenges.” Once those resources dried up,
so did access to information and a reminder to elected of�cials that
someone was watching.

The media’s collective watchdog capacity is even further compromised
because newspapers have long been community agenda-setters, alerting
other news outlets to important stories and generating follow-up cover-
age. In Utah, for example, Jordan Carroll of theStandard-Examinertold
us that her paper’s impact was typically magni�ed because local television
stations are “basically using us as syndicated outlets. . . copying and
sharing our content with their statewide audiences.” But with ever-
shrinking newsrooms, that’s increasingly rare, said Kim Haas, a corres-
pondent at the New Hampshire Union Leader. “We can’t serve that
function anymore,” she told us.

Some observers have hoped that other sources might step in and
provide the local political coverage that has disappeared from news-
papers. But our analysis of alternative venues for local news demonstrated
that it has not happened in any measurable way, at least so far. Although
a few local news start-ups have succeeded,8 they are virtually nonexistent
in smaller, nonmetropolitan communities – the very places where we
found the share of local government coverage to have declined the most.
Meanwhile, local television has remained committed to its main menu of
crime, weather, and sports, not local public affairs. And a network of
partisan sites– perhaps the most aggressive entrant into the local news
market – masquerade as traditional outlets but have no interest in serving
the broader public interest.9 All of this comes against the backdrop of a
long-term decline in the civic associations and organizations that historic-
ally helped provide local information and spur political engagement.10

As a result, an increasingly anemic local newspaper industry further shifts
the power dynamic so that journalists cannot provide the kind of

8 Mark Jacob, “ Are Digital Startups the Great Local News Hope or a Disappointment?”
Poynter, July 27, 2020. www.poynter.org/locally/2020/are-digital-startups-the-great-
local-news-hope-or-a-disappointment/(October 19, 2020).

9 Davey Alba and Jack Nicas,“ As Local News Dies, a Pay-for-Play Network Rises in Its
Place,” New York Times, October 18, 2020. www.nytimes.com/2020/10/18/technology/
timpone-local-news-metric-media.html?action=click&module=News&pgtype=Homepage
(October 19, 2020).

10 Skocpol 2003.
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independent monitoring on which democratic governance depends.
Smaller newsrooms, fewer reporting resources, and less coverage of local
politics have placed America’s cities and towns on a path toward less
political accountability.
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As concerning as the weakening of local newspapers’ watchdog capacity
is, its demise might be less worrisome if citizens could turn elsewhere to
remain informed about local government and engaged with local politics.
But as we showed through an array of data inChapters4 and 5 – national
surveys, local election returns, and online search behavior– as local
newspaper coverage diminishes, so does political engagement:

� Local newspaper readers are far more likely than nonreaders to know
who their local elected of�cials are and to participate in local politics.

� As newspaper coverage of municipal politics has declined since the
early 1990s, voter turnout in mayoral elections in cities across the
country has fallen.

� Americans’ online search behavior reveals that in the last20 years,
citizens have become less interested in local government. That trend
tracks closely with the amount of local political reporting in
their communities.

� When the volume of newspaper coverage of US House elections falls,
so do citizens’ knowledge of their congressional candidates and likeli-
hood of voting.

� The decline in local newspaper coverage has reduced engagement for
everyone, not just the least educated or least politically interested
Americans.

These�ndings depict an environment in which citizens have a harder
time constraining the actions of local of�cials. “If we ’re gone,” said Linda
Blackford, a longtime journalist at theLexington Herald-Leader, “people
won’t have the information we provide. There’s nowhere else to get it.”
And if voters don’t know what ’s happening, of�cials have fewer incen-
tives to hire capable staff, work in the public interest, and manage city
�nances prudently. As one example, after Jeff Parrott, of theSouth Bend
Tribune, published an investigative series revealing that a local public bus
company chief executive had verbally abused his staff and used a corpor-
ate credit card for personal travel, the company restructured and imple-
mented new accountability measures.“Without this series of stories,”
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Parrott told us, “ the public never would have known that their tax dollars
were being misused.” For public servants, incompetence and corruption
carry far less risk if their constituents are unlikely to�nd out.

Likewise, if political engagement is con�ned to a shrinking few, it
becomes less likely that public policy will re�ect the public will – as
District of Columbia voters discovered when the City Council vacated
their minimum wage vote. Another illustration came from a reporter in
rural Pennsylvania, who described an episode involving a revision to a
local zoning ordinance, the kind of mundane governmental action that
many newspapers no longer cover. In an effort to expand development
and ease conservation restrictions without opposition, town supervisors
tried to skirt a law that required public hearings. But coverage from the
local paper alerted community residents, who showed up and successfully
demanded environmental safeguards.“If I hadn’ t written about that, ” the
reporter told us, “there wouldn ’t have been the pushback that there was.”
The fact that engagement is declining across the board– everyone has
suffered – is cold comfort. Even if the decline of local news does not
exacerbate long-standing inequalities in local engagement, it serves to
reinforce them by closing off one route to broader mobilization.

To be sure, we do not interpret our�ndings as an indication that local
engagement will soon disappear, leaving government in the hands of elites
free from scrutiny or unfettered by electoral pressure. From time to time,
events create conditions that mobilize local citizens to action. In2018,
voter turnout in the midterm elections soared to its highest level in a
century.11 Tens of millions of Americans arrived at the polls to cast votes
in races not only for Congress but for county supervisor, school board,
city council, and others. In the summer of2020, outrage over the deaths
of black Americans at the hands of police generated protests directed at
local law enforcement and city governments across the country. The
groundswell of engagement led to local ballot initiatives intended to force
reform and create more accountability for police.12

But these instances do not mean that we should not worry about local
political engagement. In both cases, after all, citizens were spurred to local
action primarily because of national politics. The 2018 elections –

11 Ed Kilgore, “ 2018 Turnout Was the Highest of Any Midterm in More than a Century, ”
Intelligencer, November 13, 2018. https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/11/2018-turn
out-was-the-highest-of-any-midterm-since-1914.html (October 16, 2020).

12 Ruairi Arrieta-Kenna, “ 6 Places where Police Reform Is Going Straight to the Voters,”
Politico, October 15, 2020. www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/10/15/police-
reform-ballot-initiatives-2020-420614 (October 16, 2020).
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including down ballot races across the country– were largely viewed as a
referendum on the� rst two years of the Trump Administration and uni� ed
Republican control in Washington, DC.13 In a similar vein, the local
protests led by Black Lives Matter and other groups drew unprecedented
levels of participation in part because of the Trump Administration’s belli-
gerent response. Yet one critical element of the system of federalism built
into the US Constitution is that voters see themselves both as Americans
and as residents of their states and towns. This dual role is meant to create a
sort of political competition that can help keep the national government in
check. When local political behavior becomes increasingly linked to
national politics, however, that separation of powers is compromised. It
becomes harder to maintain the productive tension that allows Americans’
community ties to serve“ as a critical counterweight to the centralization of
authority in Washington, DC.” 14

�	�� ������ , �	�� ���	�����

The two decades since the turn of the century could hardly have been
worse for local journalism. Newspapers’ �nances were in shambles, more
journalists were laid off than were coal miners, and political engagement
declined as news reporting about local governments evaporated.15 But
incredibly, the worst was yet to come.

When the coronavirus turned the world upside down in early2020,
these trends accelerated at a rate that– even for the reeling newspaper
industry – seemed unfathomable. Within six months,36,000 journalists
had lost their jobs, seen their pay cut, or been furloughed.16 Small and
mid-size market papers were hit especially hard, with more than60 news-
rooms closing altogether and hundreds of others scaling back coverage

13 Lee Drutman,“ America Has Local Political Institutions, but Nationalized Politics. This Is
a Problem,” Vox, May 31, 2018. www.vox.com/polyarchy/2018/5/31/17406590/local-
national-political-institutions-polarization-federalism (October 16, 2020).

14 Hopkins 2018, p. 235.
15 Erika Bolstad, “ Covid-19 Is Crushing Newspapers, Worsening Hunger for Accurate

Information, ” Stateline, September8, 2020. www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analy
sis/blogs/stateline/2020/09/08/covid-19-is-crushing-newspapers-worsening-hunger-for-
accurate-information (October 17, 2020).

16 Damian Radcliife, “ Covid-19 Has Ravaged American Newsrooms– Here’s Why That
Matters,” The Conversation, July 20, 2020. https://theconversation.com/covid-19-has-
ravaged-american-newsrooms-heres-why-that-matters-141955 (October 17, 2020).
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and production.17 Revenue was already hard to come by, but the shutter-
ing of restaurants and retail outlets reduced advertising dollars by another
50%.18 At a time when local governments were making far-reaching
decisions that are a matter of life and death– mask mandates, social
distancing requirements, virtual learning, and economic reopening– news-
papers found themselves increasingly unable to keep the public informed.

There could hardly be a more important time to reinvigorate the demand
for local news – both as a way of reengaging Americans with local politics
and giving local news outlets a� nancial incentive to cover local government
in a way that enhances democracy. Despite the myriad challenges, the survey
and exit poll experiments we described inChapter6 suggest a way forward:

� Tapping into Americans’ underlying beliefs and knowledge about local
politics is the way to bring them back to local news.

� For the majority of citizens who believe local government affects their
lives and that following local politics is an important part of being a
good citizen, activating these attitudes makes them more likely to
consume local news.

� For the roughly one-third of the public who don’t know what their
local government does and are not aware of its relevance for their day-
to-day lives, informing them about the importance of local politics
increases their interest in local news stories.

� These strategies not only boost overall demand, but can also close the
wide generation gap in local news consumption.

Increasing citizen demand for local news cannot, in and of itself, save
the local news industry. But given that audiences have fallen away and
that advertising dollars have followed, any viable strategy for reinvigor-
ating local news – and thus the foundation of local democracy– must
address the demand side of the equation. But time is short. As Parrott, the
South Bend Tribunereporter, put it, “I ’m worried that it’ s going to take
us going away before people realize the importance of local journalism
and the importance of accountability for local of�cials. ”

17 Kristen Hare, “ The Coronavirus Has Closed More than60 Newsrooms across America.
And Counting,” Poynter, September30, 2020. www.poynter.org/locally/2020/the-corona
virus-has-closed-more-than-25-local-newsrooms-across-america-and-counting/(October 17,
2020).

18 Adam Gabbatt, “ US Newspapers Face‘Extinction Level’ Crisis as Covid-19 Hits Hard, ”
The Guardian, April 9, 2020. www.theguardian.com/media/2020/apr/09/coronavirus-
us-newspapers-impact(October 17, 2020).
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Appendices

Appendix A
Interviews with Reporters and Editors

at Local Newspapers

Throughout the book, we draw on more than three dozen in-depth
interviews with reporters and editors at local newspapers across the
country. These interviews provide a valuable addition to our main
empirical approach, giving us journalists’ �rst-hand perspectives on the
local news crisis, the changes they’ve observed in their newsrooms
over time, and how their work has evolved as newspapers have struggled
�nancially.

We compiled the sample of journalists from the202 daily newspapers
that serve as the basis of our local news analysis inChapters2 and 3 (see
Appendices Cand D). These papers represent the largest circulating daily
newspaper in each congressional district whose archives provide consecu-
tive coverage dating back at least to2003. We visited each paper’s website
to identify the news editor and a reporter who writes regularly about local
politics (the mayor, city or county government, school boards, etc.).
When multiple reporters shared responsibility for local news coverage,
we selected the reporter with the most recent story listed on the website.
We then sought to locate email addresses for each. We acquired contact
information for 370 journalists – one reporter and one editor at185 of
the 202 newspapers in our database.

In September2019, we sent email requests to each reporter and editor
asking if we could interview them for a book about local news. Two weeks
after the initial request, we sent follow-up emails. All told, we heard from61
journalists; taking into account undeliverable emails, this represents a19%
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response rate.1 Although not unusually high, it was suf� cient to generate
interviews with journalists from 24 states at newspapers large and small.

From September through November 2019, we conducted semi-
structured interviews with 22 local news reporters and16 editors (27
spoke for attribution and 11 asked to remain anonymous). The following
questions/topics guided the interviews, which ranged from10 to 45
minutes in length (although not every respondent answered all of them):

� Length of time at paper and speci� c role/beat.
� Has your newsroom changed over the last decade or so?
� Over that same period, has your paper’s coverage of local politics– the

mayor’s of�ce, city hall, the local school board – changed? Would you
say you do more reporting on those of�ces, less, or about the same?

� Are there speci�c areas of the community that you’re no longer able to
cover? Are there beats that the paper just doesn’t staff anymore? Is the
content of the coverage different?

� What would you say has been lost as a result of these reductions? How
do you think this has affected the community?

� Do you have competitors? Who are they? Websites? Is there less competition
now than there used to be? Has this changed anything about the paper’s
approach?

� Do you have any sense that papers of your size have had an easier or
harder time dealing with turbulence in the industry?

� Do you ever hear from readers about changes to the paper?
� Can you tell us about how the paper has tried to maintain readers even

as resources and staff have become increasingly scarce?
� What measures has your paper taken to try to make sure that you’re able to

give the public essential informationabout local government and politics?
� Do you think there are other ways to bring back readers who have

gravitated to other forms of news?
� What’s the future of the business?

We took detailed notes and transcribed the interviews in real time as we
spoke to the reporters and editors on the phone.

1 After sending the initial emails, we received bounce backs for47 reporters and editors for
whom we were unable to locate an alternative email address that didn’t also bounce back.
From the remaining323 journalists, 50 told us they were willing to be interviewed, and
11 declined to participate. Of the 50 with whom we tried to schedule an interview,
38 scheduled a time and answered the phone.
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Appendix B
Staf� ng Data at Regional Newspapers

In Chapter 2, we present data on newsroom employment between
2000 and 2009 from a selection of large regional newspapers for which
we could acquire reliable staf�ng data. These40 newspapers in most cases
represent the largest-circulation paper in their state. In the cases in which
electronic data from the largest paper were unavailable, we use the state’s
second-largest paper. In some cases, reliable staf�ng data for large news-
papers in a state during this period were not available, which is why we
do not include all 50.

The data in Figure 2.4 come from hard copies of the Editor &
Publisher International Yearbook, which are archived at the Library of
Congress. Between2000 and 2009, Editor & Publisher reported the
results of an annual survey they sent to all newspapers throughout the
country. Part of the survey asked the papers to list their staff. The survey
was conducted in prior years as well, but earlier data are less useful
because newspaper consolidations and mergers make it dif�cult to com-
pare staf�ng numbers.

The survey asked for the names and positions of people who occupied
two categories of interest to us: (1) News Executives and (2) Editors and
Managers. In some years, this latter category was called Editorial
Management. The data inFigure 2.4 re�ect changes in the total number
of unique news executives and editors and managers at each newspaper
during this period. Sometimes the same individual held multiple pos-
itions – for example, Editorial Page Editor and Columnist, or Gardening
Editor and Homes Editor. We counted uniqueindividuals, since eliminat-
ing an employee and giving his or her title and responsibilities to another
employee represents a reduction in the number of staff available to cover
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the news. Had we simply tallied up the number of positions listed, we
would have double-counted employees at some newspapers, leading to an
underestimate of newsroom cuts.

In responding to the survey, newspapers had discretion to determine
which positions they listed under these headings, which means there is
some variability from paper to paper. But if we make a couple of plausible
assumptions, these data offer a useful picture of staf�ng changes over time
at the same newspaper. First, we assume consistency in the positions that
a given newspaper deems appropriate for inclusion from year to year. For
that reason, we don’t include several large papers where the newspaper
appears to have changed how it de� ned relevant staff. For instance, the
Minneapolis Star Tribune had wildly different numbers in 2000 and
2009, suggesting changes to the way the paper reported staff�gures,
not actual changes to the size of the newsroom. Second, even though
our measure does not focus on staff devoted to political coverage, we
assume that as a newsroom’s executive and editing staff shrinks, the
paper’s newsroom staff at large is probably also shrinking. Some of that
would be manifest in coverage of politics, even if some areas might be hit
more than others.

Even making these assumptions, the staff data look the way we would
expect. Newsrooms are bigger at larger papers and smaller at smaller
ones. For instance, in2009, the last year in our time series, the correlation
between staff size and circulation in our full data set of papers from all
50 states is0.71. That relationship is similar for most years.1

1 Moreover, our data are generally consistent with Peterson’s (2021) analysis using news-
room staf� ng � gures from other sources.
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Appendix C
Newspaper Sampling for Local Politics Content Analysis

The content analyses of local politics coverage inChapters 2 and 3 are
based on a study of202 newspapers for which we collected data from
2003 through 2017. For some of the analyses we present inChapter 2, we
restrict the sample to the121 of those newspapers for which we have data
stretching back to1996.

Several considerations guided our sample selection. First, given our
interest in the relationship between local news coverage and political
engagement, we wanted to focus on outlets that likely play a role in
shaping citizens’ knowledge and participation in local politics. This meant
that we focused on daily newspapers rather than weekly publications.
Although weekly newspapers have been hard-hit by the local journalism
crisis, they do not constitute a primary source of information about local
government for most Americans. Second, we wanted our sample to be
geographically diverse, which would allow us to determine whether any
patterns are peculiar to particular regions of the country. Third, we
needed a sample of newspapers whose full-text electronic archives
were available.

To draw a sample that meets these criteria, we focused on selecting one
newspaper from each of the nation’s 435 US House districts.
Congressional districts gave us a consistent geographic unit, each with a
similar population size. This ensured that our sample would be geograph-
ically diverse and include newspapers from every region of the country. It
would also include papers large enough to constitute a meaningful source
of coverage of local politics. To choose a speci� c newspaper, we� rst
consulted maps and located the largest city in each district. Then we
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identi� ed the largest circulating daily newspaper in each.1 In the vast
majority of cases, this was a straightforward, though time-
consuming, task.

From that list, we then narrowed our sample to daily newspapers
whose full text was available in NewsBank; NewsBank’s electronic arch-
ives for most papers go back further in time than other databases. Because
our research question demands a longitudinal analysis, we further
restricted our list of papers to those for which NewsBank contained
consecutive full-text archives dating back at least to2003, roughly the
moment when the Internet began to disrupt newspapers’ business model.
That means that for every paper in our data set, we can analyze at least15
years’ worth of coverage. In 13 cases, the paper was not available in
NewsBank, so we accessed the archives through ProQuest. In the handful
of cases in which the paper was unavailable from either database, we
included instead the paper in the district with the second-largest circula-
tion. Our sample includes at least one paper from every state, and in most
cases also includes the largest paper in each state. The full list appears in
Appendix D.2

One of the challenges of studying local news in a period of industry
upheaval and newspaper consolidation is that changes to the news outlets
themselves can make longitudinal analysis dif�cult. Some papers in our
data set in2017, the �nal year of our content analysis, are consolidated
versions of newspapers that had previously been two separate editions or
two entirely different papers.The Atlanta Journal-Constitution’s �rst year
of publication, for example, was 2001. Before that, the Atlanta
Constitution was published in the morning, and theAtlanta Journal
was published in the evening. The two papers shared a consolidated
Sunday edition. To address this issue, for each of the papers in our
sample, we began data collection the� rst full year the paper operated in
its current form (i.e., 2002 for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution).

The resulting sample yields a collection of newspapers that is not only
geographically diverse, but also varies in terms of size.Table C.1 presents
the percentage of newspapers in our sample by circulation. In the
1996–2017 sample, which we rely on inChapter 2, 44% of the papers

1 The circulation data we cite in discussions of these data are from2014. The relative sizes of
these papers have not changed substantially since that time.

2 Although we began our sampling with 435 congressional districts, our � nal sample
includes just 202 newspapers because some papers’ archives were not electronically
available, some papers’ electronic archives did not go back to2003, and occasionally a
single newspaper was the largest paper in multiple congressional districts.
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had a circulation larger than 90,000; the rest are mid-sized or smaller.
That upward skew in the distribution re�ects the fact that larger papers
began making their content available to NewsBank earlier than did
smaller newspapers. In the2003–2017 sample, which forms the basis of
our analysis in Chapter 3, smaller papers make up a larger proportion.
Although our data do not include the smallest dailies in the country, we
have enough variation in size to determine whether the decline in local
news has been more severe at larger or smaller papers.

����� � .� . Distribution of newspaper circulation in samples for the local
politics content analysis

1996–2017 Sample
(Chapter 2)

2003–2017 Sample
(Chapter 3)

Less than25,000 circulation 9% (11) 20% (41)
25,000 to 45,000 circulation 13 (16) 20 (41)
45,000 to 90,000 circulation 34 (41) 30 (60)
More than 90,000 circulation 44 (53) 30 (60)

Notes: Entries indicate the percentage (and number) of papers whose2014 circulation size
falls into each category.
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Appendix D
Newspapers Included in the Local Politics

Content Analysis

State Time Series Circulation

Akron Beacon Journal OH 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Albany Times Union NY 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Albuquerque Journal NM 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Amarillo Globe News TX 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Anchorage Daily News/Alaska
Dispatch News

AK 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Anderson Independent Mail SC 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Anniston Star AL 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Argus Leader SD 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Arizona Daily Star AZ 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Arizona Republic AZ 2003–2017 More than 90,000

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette AR 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Arlington Heights Daily Herald IL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Athens Banner Herald GA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Atlanta Journal-Constitution GA 2003–2017 More than 90,000

Augusta Chronicle GA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Austin American-Statesman TX 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Bakers� eld Californian CA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Baltimore Sun MD 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Bangor Daily News ME 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Batavia Daily News NY 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Baton Rouge Advocate LA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Baytown Sun TX 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Beaumont Enterprise TX 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Beaver County Times PA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Belleville News-Democrat IL 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Billings Gazette MT 2003–2017 25,000–45,000
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State Time Series Circulation

Birmingham News AL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Bismarck Tribune ND 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Bloomington Herald Times IN 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Boston Globe MA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Brownsville Herald TX 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Bucks County Courier Times PA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Buffalo News NY 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Burlington County Times NJ 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Burlington Free Press VT 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Cape Cod Times MA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Carroll County Times MD 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Casper Star-Tribune WY 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Cedar Rapids Gazette IA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Centre Daily Times PA 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Charleston Gazette-Mail SC 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Charlotte Observer NC 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Chattanooga Times Free Press TN 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Chicago Sun-Times IL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Chicago Tribune IL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Clarion-Ledger MI 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Cleveland Plain Dealer OH 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Colorado Springs Gazette CO 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Columbia Daily Herald TN 2003–2017 Less than25,000

The Columbian WA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Columbus Dispatch OH 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Commercial Appeal TN 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Concord Monitor NH 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Connecticut Post CT 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Cookeville Herald-Citizen TN 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Corpus Christi Caller-Times TX 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Daily Camera CO 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Daily Herald UT 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Dallas Morning News TX 1996–2017 More than 90,000

(continued)
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State Time Series Circulation

Dayton Daily News OH 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Daytona Beach News Journal FL 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Delaware County Daily Times PA 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Delaware State News DE 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Denver Post CO 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Des Moines Register IA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Detroit Free Press MI 2003–2017 More than 90,000

Duluth News Tribune MN 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

El Paso Times TX 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Erie Times-News PA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Evansville Courier and Press IN 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Fayetteville Observer AR 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Flint Journal MI 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Florida Times Union FL 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Fort Wayne Journal Gazette IN 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Fort Worth Star Telegram TX 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Frederick News-Post MD 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Fresno Bee CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Gainesville Sun FL 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Grand Island Daily Independent NE 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Grand Rapids Press MI 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Greeley Tribune CO 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Greensboro News and Record NC 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Hartford Courant CT 1996–2017 More than 90,000

The Herald News MA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

The Herald-Sun NC 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Honolulu Advertiser/Star-Advertiser HI 2003–2017 More than 90,000

Houston Chronicle TX 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Huntington Herald-Dispatch WV 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Huntsville Times AL 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Idaho Statesman ID 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Indianapolis Star IN 2003–2017 More than 90,000

Inland Valley Daily Bulletin CA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Jackson Citizen Patriot MI 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Jefferson City News Tribune MO 2003–2017 Less than25,000
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State Time Series Circulation

Jonesboro Sun AR 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Kansas City Star MO 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Knoxville News Sentinel TN 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

La Crosse Tribune WI 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Laredo Morning Times TX 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Las Vegas Review-Journal NV 2003–2017 More than 90,000

The Ledger FL 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Lewiston Tribune ME 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Lexington Herald-Leader KY 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Lima News OH 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Lincoln Journal Star NE 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Long Beach Press Telegram CA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Los Angeles Times LA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Louisville Courier-Journal KY 2003–2017 More than 90,000

The Lowell Sun MA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Marietta Daily Journal GA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Marysville Appeal Democrat CA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Miami Herald FL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Midland Daily News MI 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel WI 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Minneapolis Star Tribune MN 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Modesto Bee CA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

The Morning Call PA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Monterey County Herald CA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Muskegon Chronicle MI 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Naples Daily News FL 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

New Hampshire Union Leader NH 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

New Haven Register CT 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

New York Times NY 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Newark Star-Ledger NJ 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Newport News Daily Press VA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

News-Tribune WA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Observer-Reporter PA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

(continued)
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State Time Series Circulation

Ocala Star-Banner FL 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

The Oklahoman OK 1996–2017 More than 90,000

The Olympian WA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Omaha World-Herald NE 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Orange County Register CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

The Oregonian OR 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Orlando Sentinel FL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Owensboro Messenger-Inquirer KY 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Pasadena Star-News CA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

The Patriot-News PA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Philadelphia Inquirer PA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Pine Bluff Commercial AR 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Pioneer Press MN 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette PA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Portland Press-Herald ME 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Post and Courier SC 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Press of Atlantic City NJ 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Press-Register AL 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Providence Journal RI 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Raleigh News and Observer NC 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Redding Record Searchlight CA 1996–2017 Less than25,000

The Register-Guard OR 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

The Republican MA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Richmond Times-Dispatch VA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Riverside Press Enterprise CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Roanoke Times VA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Rockford Register-Star IL 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Sacramento Bee CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Salina Journal KS 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Salt Lake Tribune UT 1996–2017 More than 90,000

San Antonio Express-News TX 1996–2017 More than 90,000

San Bernardino Sun CA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

San Diego Union-Tribune CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

San Francisco Chronicle CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

San Gabriel Valley Tribune CA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000
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State Time Series Circulation

San Jose Mercury News CA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Santa Fe New Mexican NM 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Santa Rosa Press Democrat CA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Sarasota Herald Tribune FL 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Savannah Morning News GA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Seattle Times WA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Sioux City Journal IA 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

South Bend Tribune IN 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Southwest Times Record AR 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Spokesman-Review WA 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

St. Louis Post-Dispatch MO 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Standard-Examiner UT 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Star-News NC 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

The State SC 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

State Journal Register IL 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

Sun Herald MS 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

The Sun News SC 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Sun Sentinel FL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Syracuse Post-Standard NY 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Tampa Bay Times/St. Pete Times FL 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Telegraph GA 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

The Times-Tribune PA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Times Picayune LA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Toledo Blade OH 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Topeka Capital Journal KS 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Trenton Times NJ 1996–2017 25,000–45,000

The Tribune CA 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Tulsa World OK 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Ventura County Star VA 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

The Virginian-Pilot VA 1996–2017 More than 90,000

Waco Tribune Herald TX 2003–2017 25,000–45,000

Watertown Daily Times NY 1996–2017 Less than25,000

Waukesha Freeman WI 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Wenatchee World WA 1996–2017 Less than25,000
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State Time Series Circulation

Whittier Daily News CA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Wichita Eagle KS 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Winchester Star VA 2003–2017 Less than25,000

Winston-Salem Journal NC 2003–2017 45,000–90,000

Wisconsin State Journal WI 1996–2017 45,000–90,000

Wyoming Tribune-Eagle WY 2003–2017 Less than25,000

158 Appendices

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.014


Appendix E
Content Analysis of Local News Coverage

To track the amount of coverage of local politics in each paper, we
performed a series of keyword searches within NewsBank (and
ProQuest) for each newspaper for each year of our time series. Our search
terms focused on several major topics pertaining to local public affairs:
mayors, city government, county government, and school boards.
Although these four categories don’t exhaust every possible topic, they
capture stories about the core local governmental institutions in most
communities. Other research that relies on topic models to identify the
focus of local news coverage validates our approach.1

����� 	��
�
�� ����
���

The data collection was straightforward. For each speci�c topic of cover-
age, we identi�ed relevant search terms and trained a group of research
assistants to collect data on the number of news stories that included each
term. Our searches for stories about the mayor simply involved searches
of the word “mayor. ” To identify stories about city government, we
searched for “city council, ” “ town council,” “ city commission,” or
“town commission.” These terms re� ect the legislative bodies that make
decisions in most cities. Because states use a wide variety of forms of
county government– or provide only limited power to counties – county
government-related searches required more variation than the other topic
areas. To identify stories about county government, we searched for

1 See Martin and McCrain 2019; Peterson2021.
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stories mentioning“county commission,” “ county legislature,” “ county
board,” “ county council,” “ county executive,” and several other permu-
tations. For instance, in Louisiana, we searched for“parish council ” and
in Alaska, we tracked mentions of“borough assembly,” which are those
states’ versions of county governments. In Arkansas, our searches
included “ quorum court,” and in Texas “commissioners court.”
Because our searches were fairly exhaustive, we are con�dent that our
data contain an accurate portrayal of coverage of these different topics.
Finally, we searched for“school board” to identify stories about local
school district governance.

����
 ��	
��

In addition to our analysis of local political coverage, we also tracked
news stories published in our local papers about national politics, state
politics, and sports. We searched for stories with the word“president” as
well as stories with the word“ Congress.” 2 We tracked attention to state
politics with searches of the word“governor.” And to track coverage of
non-hard news topics, we measured the number of stories mentioning one
of the four major professional team sports in the United States:“basket-
ball,” “ baseball,” “ football, ” and “hockey.”

���� ����

The �nal piece of our content analysis involved measuring the size of a
newspaper’s “ news hole.” This is an industry term to describe the amount
of space available for editorial content once all advertising has been
placed. Although industry professionals typically discuss the news hole
in terms of column inches or the percentage of editorial space, our
measure is the total number of items the paper published each year,
according to the NewsBank (or ProQuest) archive.

Our measure offers several bene�ts. Most importantly, it allows us to
discern the extent to which reductions in coverage of local government
stem from cuts to overall editorial space or business decisions by news-
paper publishers. The measure also helps address the fact that newspaper
content in NewsBank or ProQuest is occasionally missing. This usually
stems from transmission problems between newspapers and the database

2 These two terms capture local newspapers’ attention to national politics, an approach
similar to the one used by Hopkins (2018).
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� rms. Although the number of missing days is typically not large, it does
vary from paper to paper. That could potentially lead to inaccurate
comparisons between papers. But since any missing days in the archives
would also affect our news hole measure, we can be more con� dent that
the proportion of coverage devoted to a topic– say, mayoral coverage– is
consistent across papers.


��
��
�
�� ��� ����
��� �� �����
��

We did not conduct formal reliability tests because our content analysis
did not require any subjective judgment, only keyword searches. But to
ensure that research assistants searched the electronic databases properly
and recorded the number of stories about each topic accurately, we spot-
checked their work. In only a handful of cases did we� nd discrepancies,
most of which involved minor differences or simple clerical errors, and all
of which we corrected.

The broader question is whether our fairly blunt method of analysis–
keyword searches– accurately picks up stories speci� c to the individuals
or institutions we assume it does. For instance, searching for the word
“ mayor” would likely turn up stories beyond those that focus solely on
the mayors in the cities or towns included in a given newspaper’s circula-
tion area. In the wake of September11, 2001, for example, local news-
papers across the country ran numerous stories that referred to New York
City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. Similarly, keyword searches for “ presi-
dent” or “ governor” will capture stories that might be about the president
of a local chamber of commerce or references to a governor on an
automobile engine. To be sure, this means that the annual counts might
sometimes overstate the absolute amount of certain kinds of
news content.

But two factors mitigate against this over-counting as a threat to the
validity of our conclusions. First, there is no theoretical reason to think
that the prevalence of these“ false positives” will be systematically higher
in any particular paper (or category of papers). Second, it is unlikely that
the rate of false positives will change signi� cantly over time. Since our
argument is about the decline of local news over time, our conclusions
about longitudinal change should not be affected substantively.

Nonetheless, we conducted a series of analyses to determine whether
our approach was leading us to different conclusions than if we had tried
to search for speci� c names (e.g.,“ Mayor Will Wynn ” ). First, in one-
quarter of our papers (49 total) we conducted a series of supplemental
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analyses in which we ran our database searches using both general terms
(e.g., “ governor” ) and permutations of the elected of� cial’s name (e.g.,
“ Governor Jennifer Granholm,” “ Gov. Jennifer Granholm,” “ Governor
Granholm,” “ Gov. Granholm” ). The average correlation between those
searches was0.60. That indicates that the two searches do not produce
identical results, but that the results are strongly related. Critically, when
we examine trends over time, they generally move similarly, with both
types of searches showing reductions in news coverage over time.

Second, we investigated an issue peculiar to NewsBank, which involves
the duplication of some news stories. From our conversations with pro-
grammers at the company, we learned that multiple versions of the same
story occasionally appear in the archives. This happens because each
newspaper’s HTML � le and software system determine how it transmits
content to NewsBank and thus the way search results appear. In some
cases, the software captures and sends only the� nal web version of a
story to NewsBank. In others, multiple versions of the story are sent
because some software packages have default settings that capture every
single version of an article as a separate entry. Moreover, each news-
paper’s contract with NewsBank determines whether the paper transmits
online content. In the rare cases when a newspaper does not send web
content, NewsBank scrapes the full HTML from the paper’s website,
thereby capturing each headline and corresponding article. But they have
no method for getting rid of duplicates in cases where the newspaper
sends its print coverage and NewsBank captures the online content.
Variation in content transmission can certainly have implications for
our measures. But as long as each paper has used a consistent method
to send content to NewsBank over time– and we have no reason to
believe that is not the case– then the patterns we uncover are meaningful,
even if the raw counts are not perfectly precise.

To validate this assumption, we conducted a series of robustness
checks in which we“ de-duplicated” a sample of newspapers’ coverage.
This involved clicking on articles with similar titles to determine whether
the content was identical. After doing this for thousands of articles in
more than a dozen papers, we found nothing to suggest that the issue of
duplicated content would affect the conclusions we draw from our analy-
sis. And as far as we can tell, ProQuest’s system is not fundamentally
different, which suggests there should be few comparability issues in using
both databases. Indeed, the correlations between our content measures in
the newspapers that are available in both NewsBank and ProQuest are
high. As one example, the correlations are around0.90 for the local news

162 Appendices

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.015


searches we ran in both databases for thePost and Courierin Charleston,
South Carolina.

We also conducted an analysis to validate our news hole measure,
which is the total number of stories published each year by each news-
paper, as archived by NewsBank. If newspapers over time shorten (or
lengthen) the stories they publish, changes in our news hole measure
could re� ect changes in the newspaper’s format or style rather than
available editorial space. As a way of validating that our measure accur-
ately captures the true news hole, we conducted an analysis using micro-
� lm archives of newspapers at the Library of Congress in
Washington, DC.

More speci� cally, we selected10 papers in our data set for which the
Library of Congress had full micro� lm archives during the course of our
time series. We trained a group of research assistants to carry out the
analysis and supervised their work at the Library of Congress. For each
paper, we randomly selected a single week in each year and counted the
number of pages in the paper for that week. We included only the main
editorial sections of the paper, not special advertising inserts, coupons,
Parade Magazine(which local newspapers don’t produce themselves), or
other sections that did not carry news of some sort. We then multiplied
the total number of pages for each sampled week by52 to generate an
estimate of the number of pages available for editorial content in a given
year. This method produced a measure of the space for editorial content
strongly related to the news hole measure we use in the book. On average,
the correlation between the page counts and the NewsBank (or ProQuest)
story counts was0.78, indicating strong validity for our measure. Of the
papers we analyzed, only theIdaho Statesmanhad a correlation lower
than 0.30, which likely resulted from the challenges of counting special
inserts that were dif� cult to categorize as containing news or
merely advertising.

A second concern is that the news hole could be less relevant in an era
of online publishing. Because newspaper websites do not face space
constraints, the ability to publish will not be affected by the shrinking
surface area of the paper. But given the current newspaper landscape, our
measure of the news hole is a good proxy of the overall volume of
coverage. Perhaps most importantly, the shrinking of the news hole can’t
be divorced from the shrinking of general newsroom resources (including
staff ). Its decline re� ects less of an ability to cover the news. Even if space
constraints don’t apply to online publishing, reductions in newsroom staff
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do. There might be unlimited space to post stories, but there is a decidedly
limited number of people to write them.

Moreover, our interviews with editors and reporters made it clear that
the print newspaper is still the prize for most publishers because advertis-
ing rates are so high. Thus, a newspaper is likely to emphasize� lling up
the available printed paper with its most high-value content. One reporter
at a small daily in the South told us, for example, that her paper’s goal is
to get people to buy the paper, which means“ generating as much exclu-
sive content. . . and keeping it of� ine.” Although most papers don’t go
that far – the reporters we spoke to mentioned they often do“ quick hits”
for the web, put up “ breaking news” headlines throughout the day, and
provide updates to stories as more information becomes available– the
overwhelming majority (about 75%) also conveyed that they spend their
time thinking about and writing for the print edition.

Finally, the way NewsBank and ProQuest archive content means that
our measure should re� ect much of what appears on newspapers’ web-
sites. Newspapers aren’t in the habit of producing a lot of website-only
content. James Brooks, who has covered Alaska politics for more than a
decade, is one of those reporters who writes“ quick hits.” He then builds
on those 50 or 100 words pieces throughout the day.“ People like
breaking news, so this gives them that,” he explained. But he also noted
that “ the endpoint is the same.” The online story at the end of the day is
exactly what will appear in the Alaska Dispatch the next morning.
Jennifer Napier-Pearce, the (now former) editor of theSalt Lake
Tribune, squeezes as much as she can into print each day. If something
is dated, even by a few hours, then it probably won’t make it into the print
edition. This is rarely the case with anything important, though. As
Napier-Pearce puts it,“ Core news is core news, and appears in both
places.”
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Appendix F
Content Analysis of TV News Coverage

In Chapter 2, we collected data on coverage of local politics from tran-
scripts of local TV stations’ electronic archives in NewsBank. The sample
includes31 stations with coverage going back to at least2007 and over at
least 3 consecutive years. The stations cover nine different markets in
six states.

For each of the31 stations – for example, the local ABC, CBS, Fox,
and NBC af�liates – we tracked coverage that included discussion of local
government (mayors, city government, and school boards). We did not
collect data on county government because it was exceedingly infrequent.
We followed the same search protocol we used to identify relevant stories
in the newspaper analysis (seeAppendix E).

We also generated a measure of local politics coverage similar to the
news hole measure we generated for the newspaper content analysis.
More speci� cally, we calculated the percentage of transcripts for a given
station in a given year that included discussion of local politics. This
measure is not exactly the same as our newspaper measure, where stories,
rather than newscasts, are the unit of analysis. But since we are most
interested in the over-time trend– Did the level of attention to local
politics on TV increase as newspapers cut their own coverage?– this does
not signi�cantly compromise our ability to compare the two.

It ’s important to note that different stations have differing numbers of
days with missing transcripts– and some years have more coverage than
others – so any effort to characterize the overall amount of local politics
coverage would surely produce an underestimate. But as long as the days
that are missing do not correlate systematically with higher or lower
levels of local politics coverage– and there’s no reason to think they
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would – then we can characterize the share of local TV broadcast news
that covered local politics. And because the news hole for local TV
newscasts has not changed much– typically still 22 minutes for infor-
mation of any kind on a half-hour broadcast – the meaning of the
denominator is consistent across our time series.

We then aggregated the stations within the nine markets where we can
analyze coverage. For some markets, like Honolulu, we have many years
of coverage. For others, like Denver, we have just a handful.
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Appendix G
Analysis of Internet Start-Ups

The internet start-up analysis inChapter 2 draws on the most comprehen-
sive data set available of local news start-ups. Compiled by media scholar
Michele McLellan, “Michele ’s List” has been used in previous academic
research.1 To be included on the list, a news start-up must be“ devoted
primarily to local news,” update news reports“ regularly,” and meet a
series of other standards common to news organizations, such as a
commitment to accuracy.2

The list does not include every local internet site that occasionally posts
news articles. Most notably, Michele’s List does not include Patch Media,
the network of news outlets that operates in about1,000 communities
across the country. But the list does account for exactly the type of site
that – if the Internet can step in where newspapers have stepped away–
would inherit the mantle of local news providers. And even though Patch
is the largest hyperlocal news site, it accounts for an extremely small
amount of internet traf� c.3 Thus, its omission from Michele’s List would
not affect any conclusions about whether online-only sources are a major
source of information for citizens.

We started by examining the462 sites based in the United States with a
working URL. We do not include six sites whose founding date was listed
as prior to 1999. These sites are primarily print publications that have
since transitioned to the web. For the purposes of identifying the emer-
gence of news online, their early founding dates as print publications are

1 For examples, see Harlow and Chadha2018; Chadha and Harlow 2018.
2 “ About Michele’s List.” www.micheleslist.org/pages/1(March 15, 2020).
3 Hindman 2018.
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not relevant. We classi�ed the remaining sites as including news or
politics, or not. Our coding was generous; if any content tapped into
local news, we coded it as a“yes.” This includes health care or business
sites that provide information about elections, new ordinances or regula-
tions, and the like. The data inFigures2.10 and 2.11 are based on the
400 sites that met these criteria.
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Appendix H
The Cooperative Congressional Election Study Data,

2016–2019

The Cooperative Congressional Election Study is a nationally representa-
tive survey conducted annually by YouGov and in collaboration with
dozens of academic institutions. All CCES respondents– roughly 50,000
per year – answer basic demographic and political questions, which are
part of the survey’s “ Common Content.” On the four annual surveys
from 2016 to 2019, we included a module of questions regarding news
consumption and political engagement. YouGov� elded these modules to
a random subset of1,000 respondents from the overall sample.

Even after sample weighting, respondents to opt-in panels like the
CCES tend to be somewhat more knowledgeable about politics and more
likely to participate than respondents to face-to-face surveys like the
American National Election Study.1 This can complicate studies of polit-
ical engagement. But in general, this should create a hard test for news
effects. People who are minimally attentive to politics should be able, for
instance, to offer an evaluation of local political�gures or congressional
incumbents, leaving relatively less room for media in�uence. The extent to
which we identify signi�cant media effects in a relatively informed sample
suggests the true effect of news coverage may be even larger.

�����
�� �� 	��
�
��� ���������� : ���� –����

In our examination of local political engagement in the survey modules
from 2016 to 2019, we used several different measures: knowledge of the

1 Malhotra and Krosnick 2007.
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mayor and local school superintendent, as well as various questions
about local political participation. For our mayor and superintendent
measures, we categorize as“correct ” any substantive response (i.e., a
name) to the question. That was necessary because our surveys do not
contain information about respondents’ city of residence, which means
we can’t know for sure the name of their mayor or school superintendent.
Although we do know respondents’ county of residence and zip
code, there are often multiple cities and school districts within a
single county, and zip codes also cross jurisdictional boundaries. The
upshot is that the �gures we present in Chapter 4 likely overestimate
local political knowledge, since some of the names respondents offered
are likely incorrect. This is another reason that our news effects are
probably underestimates; offering an answer is easier than knowing the
right one.

Despite these caveats, we have reason to believe that our coding of
knowledge is quite accurate. On the2017 CCES, we included a question
that asked respondents to name their state’s attorney general. Since we
know each respondent’s state of residence, we were able to check the
accuracy of their responses. The vast majority– about three-quarters–
said they didn’t know (similar to our school superintendent question,
incidentally). But among the respondents who offered any name,86%
gave the correct one. And most of the people who got it wrong
named a candidate for attorney general or someone who had previously
served in the position, suggesting a meaningful level of knowledge. To the
extent that the same pattern applies to our mayor and superintendent
questions– that is, the respondents who give a name are people who do
have relevant knowledge– then coding any name as correct is likely to
categorize accurately people who are and aren’t knowledgeable about
local politics.

Our measure of local participation is based on a question that
asked respondents whether they had engaged in one of several different
activities within the last year. We use those items to create an index.
Table H.1 reports the percentage of respondents who engaged in each
activity that comprises the local participation index.Tables H.2 to H.5
present regression models on which various�gures in Chapters4 and 5
are based.
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����� � .� . Local political participation among CCES respondents

2017 2018 2019

In the past year, have you. . . ?

Voted in a local election 64% 77% 65%

Attended local political meetings (such as school
board or city council)

12 12 16

Signed a letter or petition (including over email) about
an issue in your community

30 38 35

Used social media to communicate about politics in
your community

28 37 34

Contacted a member of your local government
(such as the mayor)

14 26 21

Note: Entries indicate the percentage of respondents in each year who reported participating
in each activity.
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����� � .� . Local newspaper consumption and local political engagement

Know Mayor Know Superintendent Local Participation

2016 2017 2019 2016 2019 2017 2018 2019

Read local newspaper 0.665**
(0.251)

0.916**
(0.227)

0.516**
(0.186)

0.475
(0.338)

0.695**
(0.197)

0.738**
(0.142)

0.519**
(0.091)

0.551**
(0.097)

College education 0.462*
(0.220)

0.730**
(0.242)

0.340
(0.191)

0.449
(0.249)

0.643**
(0.208)

0.344**
(0.122)

0.136
(0.114)

0.141
(0.110)

Female 0.323
(0.179)

0.023
(0.179)

0.105
(0.149)

0.161
(0.324)

0.437*
(0.178)

� 0.125
(0.107)

� 0.078
(0.093)

� 0.028
(0.096)

Age � 0.007
(0.008)

0.015*
(0.006)

0.010
(0.007)

� 0.019*
(0.008)

0.006
(0.008)

� 0.006**
(0.003)

� 0.007
(0.003)

� 0.002
(0.003)

White 0.154
(0.320)

� 0.168
(0.240)

� 0.293
(0.263)

0.183
(0.389)

� 0.072
(0.257)

� 0.202
(0.120)

0.321
(0.166)

� 0.043
(0.218)

Black 0.905
(0.563)

0.633
(0.330)

0.264
(0.392)

0.334
(0.613)

0.832**
(0.297)

� 0.252
(0.201)

0.023
(0.274)

� 0.080
(0.202)

Democrat 0.453
(0.314)

0.826**
(0.273)

0.312
(0.291)

0.668
(0.384)

0.221
(0.334)

0.345*
(0.140)

0.420*
(0.156)

� 0.536**
(0.154)

Republican 0.297
(0.370)

1.159**
(0.337)

0.095
(0.242)

0.721*
(0.357)

0.398
(0.312)

0.223*
(0.109)

0.206
(0.156)

0.279*
(0.133)

Political interest 0.272*
(0.129)

0.361*
(0.157)

0.325**
(0.108)

0.266
(0.167)

0.366*
(0.152)

0.438**
(0.051)

0.596**
(0.048)

0.553**
(0.055)

Constant � 1.995**
(0.530)

� 2.900**
(0.460)

� 2.054*
(0.437)

� 3.108**
(0.558)

� 3.875**
(0.618)

0.031
(0.248)

� 0.352
(0.247)

� 0.485*
(0.237)

(Pseudo) R2 0.062 0.133 0.056 0.041 0.075 0.228 0.287 0.250

Chi-square (F-test) 36.307 108.485 56.924 47.102 39.276 38.624 48.512 55.287

N 747 780 961 933 969 929 839 957

Notes: Cell entries are logistic regression coef� cients for knowing the mayor and school superintendent and linear regression coef� cients for local
political participation. Standard errors are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Data come from modules of the Cooperative
Congressional Election Study from2016 to 2019.

172

�K
�W

�W
�S

�V
�������G

�R
�L���R

�U
�J����������������������������������������������������

���3�X
�E

�O
�L�V

�K
�H

�G
���R

�Q
�O

�L�Q
�H

���E
�\���&

�D
�P

�E
�U

�L�G
�J�H

���8�Q
�L�Y

�H
�U

�V
�L�W

�\���3�U
�H

�V
�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.018


����� � .� . Newspaper reading versus TV viewing and political engagement

Know Mayor
Know

Superintendent
Local

Participation

Read local newspaper 0.413*
(0.176)

0.658**
(0.208)

0.391**
(0.115)

Watch local TV news 0.188
(0.118)

� 0.094
(0.151)

0.026
(0.082)

College education 0.363
(0.190)

0.634**
(0.205)

0.154
(0.112)

Female 0.078
(0.144)

0.429*
(0.170)

� 0.051
(0.097)

Age 0.008
(0.007)

0.006
(0.008)

� 0.003
(0.003)

White � 0.324
(0.258)

� 0.082
(0.249)

� 0.079
(0.209)

Black 0.187
(0.396)

0.805**
(0.293)

� 0.146
(0.201)

Democrat 0.318
(0.286)

0.242
(0.336)

0.563**
(0.146)

Republican 0.114
(0.245)

0.417
(0.311)

0.302*
(0.139)

Political interest 0.339**
(0.106)

0.385*
(0.155)

0.576**
(0.052)

Constant 2.003**
(0.436)

� 3.821**
(0.597)

� 0.433
(0.218)

(Pseudo) R2 0.054 0.073 0.235

Chi-square (F-test) 58.723 44.329 51.470

N 961 969 957

Notes: Cell entries are logistic regression coef� cients for knowing the mayor and school
superintendent and linear regression coef� cients for local political participation. Standard
errors are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Data come from a
module of the 2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.
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����� � .� . The effect of college education on citizens’ attention to local and national news

Attention to Local News Attention to National News

2017 2018 2018 2017 2018 2019

College graduate � 0.102
(0.063)

� 0.052
(0.052)

0.049
(0.074)

0.210**
(0.065)

0.245**
(0.079)

0.344**
(0.071)

Woman 0.145*
(0.082)

� 0.087
(0.079)

� 0.043
(0.061)

� 0.248**
(0.071)

� 0.418**
(0.073)

� 0.399**
(0.064)

Age 0.009**
(0.002)

0.011**
(0.002)

0.009**
(0.002)

0.006**
(0.002)

0.010**
(0.002)

0.009**
(0.002)

White � 0.180**
(0.089)

� 0.246**
(0.084)

0.136
(0.117)

0.245**
(0.070)

0.125
(0.094)

0.032
(0.112)

Black 0.011
(0.152)

0.071
(0.011)

0.028
(0.198)

0.127
(0.106)

0.036
(0.155)

� 0.196
(0.169)

Democrat 0.370**
(0.110)

0.187
(0.119)

0.292**
(0.111)

0.508**
(0.096)

0.531**
(0.107)

0.591**
(0.153)

Republican 0.307**
(0.103)

0.102
(0.141)

0.137
(0.117)

0.446**
(0.133)

0.255**
(0.119)

0.327**
(0.127)
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Constant 2.251**
(0.164)

2.487**
(0.170)

2.225**
(0.177)

2.277**
(0.132)

2.305**
(0.121)

2.353**
(0.216)

R2 0.070 0.062 0.053 0.120 0.142 0.162

F Statistic 6.904 7.956 4.592 20.065 20.406 20.767

Observations 963 972 967 962 973 964

Notes: Cell entries are OLS regression coef� cients predicting attentiveness to local and national news on a scale that runs from“ not closely at all” to
“ very closely.” Standard errors are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Data come from modules of the Cooperative
Congressional Election Study from2017 to 2019.
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����� � .� . Effects of reading a local newspaper on engagement,
by college education,2019 CCES

Know
Mayor

Know
Superintendent

Local
Participation

Read local newspaper 0.558**
(0.215)

0.800**
(0.268)

0.803**
(0.148)

College education 0.328
(0.242)

0.696**
(0.278)

0.375**
(0.157)

Read local newspaper x
college education

0.166
(0.253)

� 0.004
(0.291)

� 0.224
(0.241)

Female � 0.038
(0.155)

0.296*
(0.175)

� 0.267**
(0.127)

Age 0.014**
(0.006)

0.010
(0.007)

0.004
(0.003)

White � 0.205
(0.279)

0.006
(0.266)

0.119
(0.220)

Black 0.178
(0.386)

0.730**
(0.308)

� 0.165
(0.222)

Democrat 0.431
(0.290)

0.349
(0.317)

0.753**
(0.143)

Republican 0.192
(0.247)

0.493
(0.306)

0.441**
(0.132)

Constant � 1.278**
(0.370)

� 2.986**
(0.483)

0.677**
(0.270)

(Pseudo) R2 0.043 0.061 0.140

Chi-square (F-test) 37.273 46.757 23.744

N 961 969 957

Notes: Cell entries are logistic regression coef� cients for knowing the mayor and school
superintendent and linear regression coef� cients for local political participation. Standard
errors are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Data come from a
module of the 2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.
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Appendix I
Mayoral Election Turnout Data

Thomas M. Holbrook and Aaron C. Weinschenk compiled the mayoral
election data we use inChapter 4 for our analysis of the relationship
between local newspaper coverage and voter turnout.1 These data are
based on publicly available election returns from localities throughout the
United States. We restrict our analysis to data from the217 elections in
73 cities for which we have both a measure of voter turnout and a
measure of local newspaper mayoral coverage. Of the cities for which
we have data,8 are in the Northeast,22 are in the South,21 are in the
Midwest, and 22 are in the West.

The newspaper coverage measure comes from the content analysis we
detail in Chapters2 and 3. Although our mayoral coverage measure is not
speci� cally about elections, it serves as a good proxy for mayoral election
coverage because it includes all stories that mention the mayor; our
coding picks up every election story in the lead-up to a mayoral contest.
Moreover, any signi�cant story about the mayor in an election year will
almost certainly have an electoral frame. In addition, we focus our analy-
sis on the share of the news hole, rather than total volume, so that we
have a comparable measure across cities, which are served by newspapers
of varying sizes.

We ran several statistical models to provide a more precise estimate of
the relationship between turnout and newspaper coverage. These are
designed to account for several important features of our turnout data.
First, the observations are not“ independent” – that is, turnout in a given

1 See Holbrook and Weinschenk2014.

177

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.019


election in a city is likely related to turnout in that city in previous
elections. Second, characteristics of cities are likely to affect turnout in
ways that might inaccurately in�ate the apparent effect of news coverage.
For instance, if more educated cities have higher turnout and newspapers
in those cities devote more coverage to local politics– perhaps because of
demand from an educated readership– then what appears to be a strong
relationship between coverage and turnout might be spurious; education
might be causing both to go up. Third, the timing of municipal elections
can dramatically affect turnout. When mayoral elections are held in
presidential or midterm election years, turnout will be much higher than
in off-year elections. As a result, we need a rigorous way to account for
these complicated relationships and isolate the discrete effect of news
coverage on turnout.

We employ two types of models that help address these complications:
(1) �xed-effects models account for unmeasured sources of variation
among the cities and years that might affect turnout; and (2) random-
effects models allow us to control directly for demographic features of
cities that could be relevant for both turnout and news coverage. These
include education and income levels, population size, and ethnic compos-
ition. 2 Because�xed-effects and random-effects models have different
advantages, we estimate both types.3 In all of these models, we also
control for whether the election occurs in the same year as a presidential
or midterm campaign, either by estimating year� xed effects or using a
dummy variable. Finally, in some analyses, we restrict the data to the
22 cities for which we have at least4 elections, giving us a greater ability
to leverage the changes in newspaper coverage and turnout, while holding
constant many city-level variables.

Table I.1 presents the various model speci�cations, all of which are
consistent and demonstrate an independent effect of news coverage on
voter turnout. Table I.2 displays models in which we include measures of
coverage of other aspects of local government (city government, school
board, and county government), none of which is signi� cantly related to
mayoral turnout.

2 These measures are drawn from the US Census.
3 Clark and Linzer 2015.
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����� 
 .� . Mayoral newspaper coverage and voter turnout in mayoral elections

All Cities Cities with at least Four Elections

Mayoral Share of News Hole 1.23*
(0.64)

1.51**
(0.61)

1.67**
(0.50)

1.82**
(0.47)

1.87**
(0.87)

1.87**
(0.73)

Presidential or Midterm Election – 5.02
(3.25)

– 8.39**
(2.18)

7.92
(4.71)

9.31**
(3.41)

Percent Bachelor’s Degree – – 16.84
(23.35)

12.02
(23.05)

– 54.27
(41.24)

Median Income (in $1,000s) – – � 0.14
(0.15)

� 0.11
(0.14)

– � 0.53
(0.39)

Population (in 100,000) – – 0.04
(0.11)

0.06
(0.11)

– 0.12
(0.10)

Percent Hispanic – – � 0.28**
(0.09)

� 0.31**
(0.09)

– � 0.12
(0.14)

City Fixed Effects Yes Yes No No Yes No

Year Fixed Effects Yes No Yes No No No

Random Effects No No Yes Yes No Yes

R2 0.18 0.15 0.32 0.26 0.17 0.32

Observations 217 217 217 217 92 92

Notes: Data come from Holbrook and Weinschenk’s mayoral election returns,1993–2011. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10.
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����� 
 .� . Different topics of local government coverage and voter turnout
in mayoral elections

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Mayoral Share of News Hole 1.92*
(0.97)

1.68*
(0.97)

2.28**
(0.62)

2.08**
(0.62)

City Government Share of
News Hole

� 0.68
(0.89)

� 0.34
(0.85)

� 0.63
(0.57)

� 0.47
(0.56)

School Board Share of News Hole 0.17
(1.64)

0.82
(1.55)

� 0.20
(1.27)

0.41
(1.22)

County Government Share of
News Hole

� 1.44
(2.19)

� 0.88
(2.16)

� 1.47
(1.23)

� 0.59
(1.20)

Presidential or Midterm Election – 5.02
(3.28)

– 8.23
(23.77)

Percent Bachelor’s Degree – – 8.77
(24.10)

8.229
(23.77)

Median Income (in $1,000s) – – � 0.13
(0.15)

� 0.10
(0.15)

Population (in 100,000) – – � 0.01
(0.12)

0.04
(0.11)

Percent Hispanic – – � 0.28**
(0.10)

0.29**
(0.10)

City Fixed Effects Yes Yes No No

Year Fixed Effects Yes No Yes No

Random Effects No No Yes Yes

R2 0.21 0.16 0.34 0.26

Observations 217 217 217 217

Notes: Data come from Holbrook and Weinschenk’s mayoral election returns,1993–2011.
Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10.
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Appendix J
Google Trends Data

We draw the online search data inChapter 4 from 50 metropolitan areas
indexed in Google Trends, from2004 (the � rst year available) through
2016.1 For each year, we collected data on the popularity of searches about
local government that correspond to the terms we used in our content
analysis. For mayor, that was“ mayor.” For city government,“ city council”
or “ town council.” For school board, “ school board.” We do not include
county government searches because search volumes are so low in most cities
that they are not included in Google Trends results. Within each metropolitan
area, we collected data on search popularity for each month, and then
calculated the average for each year. This gives us a measure comparable to
our content analysis data, which we also aggregated annually.

The data we present inFigure4.4 are averages across our50 cities. But the
relationship between online search behavior and news coverage varies from
city to city. Appendix Figure J.1 plots the regression results from equations in
which we predict search scores based on the news coverage for each city.

Before turning to the results, let us take just a moment to explain how
to read and interpret the �gure. The dots represent the coef�cients (or
point estimates) for news coverage in each regression equation. The
horizontal lines represent the90% con�dence intervals for each coef�-
cient. If the con�dence interval crosses the vertical zero line, that means
that the variable is not statistically signi�cant; its effect is essentially zero
(at p < 0.10). Positive point estimates with con�dence intervals entirely to
the right of the zero-line mean that news coverage predicts search

1 For more information, see:https://trends.google.com/trends.
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behavior. The rare coef� cient with con� dence intervals entirely to the left
of the zero-line mean that coverage and searches are negative related.
Because each of these statistical models has just13 observations– one for
each year– there is a lot of uncertainty around these estimates, which
means that most will not achieve statistical signi� cance.

In the mayoral models,13 of the coef� cients are positive and statistically
signi� cant – mayoral coverage strongly predicts changes in mayor searches,
especially in places such as Cheyenne, Burlington, and Minneapolis. Just one
model produces a negative and signi� cant coef� cient. In the city government
models, the coverage coef� cient is positive and signi� cant in 17 of the
40 cities for which we have data. Again, just one is negative and signi� cant.
In the school board models,14 coef� cients are positive and signi� cant, while
3 are negative and signi� cant. These patterns, while not unequivocal evi-
dence of a connection, are strongly suggestive. Indeed,90% of the statistic-
ally signi� cant results are in the expected direction. Given the small number
of observations, the tendency across measures for reductions in coverage to
lead to reductions in interest points to a connection between the two.

Bismarck
Anchorage
Providence

Baltimore
Tampa
Newark
Boston

Oklahoma City
Hartford

Atlanta
Philadelphia

Dover
Birmingham

Billings
Phoenix

Dallas
Omaha

St. Louis
Albuquerque

Chicago
New York

Salt Lake City
Louisville

Portland (OR)
Charlotte

Indianapolis
Seattle

Des Moines
Detroit

Memphis
Milwaukee

Los Angeles
Baton Rouge

Honolulu
Las Vegas

Jackson
Wichita

Manchester
Boise

Cleveland
Denver

Charleston (SC)
Little Rock

Charleston (WV)
Sioux Falls

Norfolk
Portland (ME)

Minneapolis
Burlington
Cheyenne

� .05 0 .1

Coverage coefficent

Mayor

Manchester
Philadelphia

Honolulu
Charleston (SC)

Burlington
Providence

Omaha
Des Moines
Indianapolis

Phoenix
Dallas

Norfolk
Birmingham

Hartford
Tampa

St. Louis
Portland (OR)
Albuquerque

Salt Lake City
Oklahoma City

Charlotte
Boston

Louisville
Boise

Portland (ME)
Chicago

Sioux Falls
Seattle
Dover
Detroit

Memphis
Las Vegas

Los Angeles
Minneapolis

Atlanta
Baltimore

Newark
Denver

Cleveland
New York

� .1 0 .1

Coverage coefficent

City Government

Boise
Sioux Falls

Portland (ME)
Salt Lake City

Charleston (SC)
Burlington

Chicago
Boston
Dover

Milwaukee
St. Louis

Wichita
New York
Memphis
Charlotte

Baton Rouge
Bismarck

Portland (OR)
Newark

Hartford
Atlanta

Manchester
Norfolk

Louisville
Charleston (WV)

Las Vegas
Cheyenne

Des Moines
Omaha

Providence
Birmingham

Baltimore
Indianapolis

Little Rock
Albuquerque

Seattle
Oklahoma City

Tampa
Philadelphia

Phoenix
Dallas

Jackson
Cleveland

Honolulu
Detroit

Minneapolis
Billings

Anchorage
Denver

Los Angeles

� .4 0 .4

Coverage coefficent

School Board

�
��
� � .� . Google searches and local politics coverage, by city
Note: Each dot represents a regression coef� cient for newspaper coverage, with90%
con� dence intervals.

182 Appendices

�K�W�W�S�V�������G�R�L���R�U�J�������������������������������������������������������3�X�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���R�Q�O�L�Q�H���E�\���&�D�P�E�U�L�G�J�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���3�U�H�V�V

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108876940.020


Appendix K
Citizen Engagement in Congressional Elections

The analysis of congressional elections inChapter 4 relies on a content
analysis of local news coverage and measures of citizen engagement from
the 2010 and 2014 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.

�� ����� �����
�� ������� ������
�

Very little political science research has sought to analyze media coverage
of House elections from more than a handful of districts. Thus, there is no
accepted method of identifying the local news outlets that serve a particu-
lar House contest. We selected papers based on the method we describe in
Appendix C. That is, we focused on the largest circulating paper in each
congressional district in2010 that we could access through one of several
electronic databases or the newspaper’s online archives. Because of redis-
tricting, as well as shifts in newspaper circulation within districts, we
repeated this exercise for every congressional district in2014. Across
election cycles, the average newspaper circulation size in our districts
varied greatly; the smallest paper had a readership of only about5,000,
whereas the largest circulation size approximated1.8 million. The aver-
age circulation of the papers in our data set is roughly178,000.

After choosing a newspaper in each district, we identi�ed every news
story in the 30 days leading up to the election that mentioned at least1 of
the 2 major-party House candidates. We included in the sample straight
news reports, news analyses, editorials, and op-ed columns. We did not
code letters to the editor. We did not restrict the analysis strictly to
“campaign” stories because we assume that any information about the
House candidates is potentially relevant for voters. As a result, our coding
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includes a comprehensive analysis of the media coverage to which voters
could have been exposed in the lead-up to the election. Our analyses do
not include independent and minor-party candidates. Our method pro-
duced6,003 articles in 2010 and 4,524 articles in 2014.

It is important to recognize a limitation when drawing comparisons
between House race coverage in2010 and 2014. In some cases, district
boundaries shifted as a result of redistricting, so the largest circulating
newspaper in2010 was not always the largest paper for the district in
2014. In other cases, the paper remained the same but the composition of
the district changed. Although these are important considerations, the
evidence we have suggests that they do not compromise our analysis.

First, our �ndings are virtually the same regardless of whether the
relevant local paper was different in the two elections, or whether the
paper stayed the same. For instance, in districts where the paper changed,
the decrease in the number of stories from2010 to 2014 was2.4. In same-
paper districts, it was2.9.

Second, changes in the composition of districts do not account for the
decline in coverage. Indeed, factors such as electoral competitiveness and
newspaper circulation size predict coverage across our two elections in a
very similar way, which suggests that redistricting does not explain the
over-time changes in the volume of news we observe. Even with the
measurement challenges of redistricting, there is little doubt that the total
amount of congressional campaign news coverage reported in the largest
circulating newspapers in districts across the country was less, and less
substantive, in2014 than in 2010.1

��� ���� ���� ��� ���� –���� ���� 	���� �����

The 2010 CCES interviewed more than55,000 adults who answered a
common battery of questions before and after the midterm elections,
including the series of questions about House elections we analyze in
Chapters4 and 5. The 2010–2014 panel component of the CCES makes
it especially valuable for assessing changes in political engagement over
time. For the 2014 wave, YouGov attempted to re-interview 22,346
respondents who had completed both the2010 and 2012 waves. They
successfully completed interviews with15,252 panelists (68% of those
they attempted to re-contact). The2010–2014 Panel Study includes a

1 For more details on the content analyses, see Hayes and Lawless2015; 2018.
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subset of9,500 of these respondents, all of whom were interviewed before
and after the2014 elections. Regression models from the2010 CCES and
the 2010–2014 CCES panel appear inTables K.1 to K.6.

Although panel attrition is always a concern, on the most relevant
measures for our analysis, differences between the base sample and the
2014 panel respondents are small. Moreover, there are no partisan differ-
ences in attrition. Importantly, voters were much more likely to be suc-
cessfully re-contacted compared to nonvoters, but that biases our
estimates downward and makes for a more dif�cult case to uncover media
effects.2

In addition to the difference-in-difference analysis we present at the end
of Chapter 4, we also conducted a cross-sectional analysis, in which we
used the2014 CCES and our2014 news data to determine whether the
volume of House coverage correlates with political engagement. Unlike
other cross-sectional analyses, however, we can account for respondents’
past knowledge and participation, which are very strong predictors of
future engagement.

The regression results reveal signi�cant effects for news coverage, and
also the value of panel data. Not surprisingly, people who in2010 could
place the Democratic House candidate to the left of the Republican, rate
their House member, and express a preelection vote intention were much
more likely than people who couldn’t to be able to do those things in
2014 as well. But even accounting for the substantial explanatory power
of previous knowledge and participation, we still �nd signi � cant news
effects. As the number of stories about a congressional race increased,
respondents were more likely to place the Democratic candidate to the left
of the Republican on the ideology scale and to rate the incumbent. If we
relax the threshold for statistical signi�cance, then they were also more
likely to express a vote intention (p < 0.11).3 Table K.6 presents lagged
dependent variable models that show similar news effects for both
college-educated and non-college-educated respondents.

2 For a detailed description of the panel student, re-interview rates, and attrition, see:https://
dataverse.harvard.edu/� le.xhtml?� leId=2864258&version=6.0.

3 For details about this analysis and the regression results, see Hayes and Lawless2018.
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����� � .� . Predicting political knowledge and participation in US House elections,2010

Placebo Tests

Rate House
Incumbent

Place Democrat
to Left

of Republican

House
Vote

Intention

Know
House

Majority
Rate

Congress

Number of Stories 0.008*
(0.003)

0.008**
(0.002)

0.004*
(0.002)

0.001
(0.002)

� 0.002
(0.004)

Competitiveness 0.055 0.201** � 0.006 � 0.051 0.058

(0.050) (0.031) (0.029) (0.027) (0.048)

Open Seat 0.258 � 0.151 � 0.256** � 0.115 � 0.042

(0.131) (0.096) (0.064) (0.066) (0.109)

Uncontested � 0.039 – � 0.559** 0.103 � 0.014

(0.151) (0.095) (0.081) (0.153)

Quality Candidate � 0.018 0.144 � 0.003 0.009 � 0.105

(0.117) (0.076) (0.063) (0.054) (0.102)

Democratic Spending 0.011* 0.023** 0.011** 0.004 0.001

(0.005) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)

Republican Spending 0.002 0.006** 0.001 0.006** 0.001

(0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Market Convergence 1.164** 1.224** 0.874** 0.048 0.726

(0.377) (0.228) (0.219) (0.240) (0.371)
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College Graduate 0.354** 0.459** 0.367** 0.985** 0.679**

(0.057) (0.037) (0.039) (0.046) (0.084)

Strength of Partisanship 0.176** 0.170** 0.561** 0.272** 0.303**

(0.024) (0.018) (0.020) (0.019) (0.033)

Age 0.041** 0.024** 0.027** 0.029** 0.045**

(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.003)

Income 0.079** 0.106** 0.103** 0.143** 0.102**

(0.007) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.011)

White 0.385** 0.425** 0.306** 0.385** 0.244**

(0.069) (0.053) (0.049) (0.051) (0.085)

Constant � 1.900** � 4.622** � 2.712** � 2.384** � 0.993**

(0.137) (0.137) (0.100) (0.113) (0.158)

Pseudo R2 0.111 0.124 0.136 0.139 0.122

Chi-square 994.860 1,134.188 1,793.383 1,650.979 805.555

N 43,740 41,700 44,247 44,181 44,090

Notes:Cell entries are logistic regression coef� cients. Robust standard errors clustered on congressional district are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance:
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05, one-tailed.
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����� � .� . Predicting changes in political knowledge and participation in
US House elections: A difference-in-difference analysis

Place Democrat Left
of Republican

Rate House
Incumbent

House Vote
Intention

Difference in Number of Stories 0.011** 0.005* 0.008**

(0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Difference in Total Spending 0.164** 0.024 0.041**

(0.011) (0.018) (0.012)

Constant (cut point 1) � 1.937 � 3.536 � 2.516

(0.049) (0.063) (0.041)

Constant (cut point 2) 1.437 2.989 2.178

(0.063) (0.049) (0.035)

Pseudo R2 0.030 0.001 0.004

Chi-square 425.050 8.203 39.523

N 8,083 9,242 9,035

Notes: Cell entries are ordered logistic regression coef� cients. Robust standard errors
clustered on congressional district are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01;
* p < 0.05, one-tailed. Independent variables represent the differences in the number of
stories about the House race and total spending in the House race in2014 compared
to 2010.
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����� � .� . National news viewing and changes in political engagement

Place Democrat
Left of

Republican

Rate
House

Incumbent

House
Vote

Intention

Difference in Number of Stories 0.012** 0.007* 0.010**

(0.002) (0.004) (0.003)

Difference in Total Spending 0.177** 0.029 0.036**

(0.013) (0.023) (0.015)

Increase in National TV News
Viewing

0.133*
(0.078)

0.014
(0.141)

� 0.008
(0.095)

Difference in Number of Stories�
Increase in National TV News
Viewing

0.002
(0.005)

� 0.006
(0.009)

� 0.016 **
(0.006)

Constant (cut point 1) � 1.918 � 3.706 � 2.585

(0.043) (0.087) (0.053)

Constant (cut point 2) 1.442 3.078 2.195

(0.038) (0.067) (0.046)

Pseudo R2 0.037 0.002 0.004

Chi-square 340.913 6.874 28.047

N 5,339 6,139 5,960

Notes: Cell entries are ordered logistic regression coef� cients. Robust standard errors
clustered on congressional district are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p
< 0.05, one-tailed. Independent variables represent the differences in the number of stories
about the House race and total spending in the House race in2014 compared to2010.
Analyses include only the respondents who indicated in both years that they watched
TV newscasts.
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����� � .� . Effects of news coverage on engagement, by college education,
2010 CCES

Place Democrat Left
of Republican

Rate House
Incumbent

House Vote
Intention

Story Count 0.007** 0.008* 0.003

(0.002) (0.004) (0.002)

Story Count � College Graduate 0.003 � 0.001 0.005
(0.002) (0.005) (0.003)

Competitiveness 0.202** 0.055 � 0.005

(0.031) (0.050) (0.029)

Open Seat � 0.152 0.258 � 0.256**

(0.096) (0.131) (0.064)

Uncontested – � 0.039 � 0.559**

(0.151) (0.095)

Quality Candidate 0.144 � 0.018 � 0.003

(0.076) (0.117) (0.063)

Democratic Spending 0.023** 0.011* 0.011**

(0.003) (0.005) (0.003)

Republican Spending 0.006** 0.002 0.001

(0.002) (0.004) (0.002)

Market Convergence 1.222** 1.163** 0.874**

(0.227) (0.377) (0.220)

College Graduate 0.414** 0.368** 0.300**

(0.053) (0.084) (0.059)

Strength of Partisanship 0.170* 0.176** 0.561**

(0.018) (0.024) (0.020)

Age 0.024** 0.041** 0.027**

(0.001) (0.002) (0.001)

Income 0.106** 0.079** 0.103**

(0.006) (0.007) (0.006)

White 0.425** 0.385** 0.307**

(0.053) (0.069) (0.049)

Constant � 4.608** � 1.903** � 2.698**

(0.139) (0.138) (0.101)

Pseudo R2 0.124 0.111 0.136

Chi-square 1,144.193 998.468 1,799.301

N 41,700 43,740 44,247

Notes: Cell entries are logistic regression coef� cients. Robust standard errors clustered on
congressional district are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05, one-
tailed.
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����� � .� . Predicting changes in political knowledge and participation in
US House elections, by college education: A difference-in-difference analysis

Place Democrat
Left of Republican

Rate House
Incumbent

House
Vote

Intention

Difference in Number of
Stories

0.011**
(0.002)

0.009*
(0.004)

0.008**
(0.003)

Difference in Number of
Stories x College Graduate

0.000
(0.003)

� 0.012*
(0.005)

� 0.001
(0.004)

Difference in Total Spending 0.165** 0.026 0.040**

(0.011) (0.018) (0.012)

College Graduate 0.010 � 0.003 � 0.152**

(0.048) (0.081) (0.057)

Constant (cut point 1) � 1.929 � 3.535 � 2.585

(0.040) (0.074) (0.049)

Constant (cut point 2) 1.444 2.987 2.102

(0.036) (0.062) (0.043)

Pseudo R2 0.030 0.002 0.004

Chi-square 418.323 11.356 44.161

N 7,948 9,087 8,885

Notes: Cell entries are ordered logistic regression coef� cients. Robust standard errors
clustered on congressional district are in parentheses. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01;
* p < 0.05, one-tailed. Independent variables represent the differences in the number of
stories about the House race and total spending in the House race in2014 compared
to 2010.
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����� � .� . Predicting political knowledge and participation in US House
elections in2014, by college education: A cross-sectional analysis with lagged

dependent variables

Place Democrat
Left of

Republican
Rate House
Incumbent

House Vote
Intention

Lagged Dependent Variable
(from 2010)

1.201**
(0.059)

1.767**
(0.132)

1.559**
(0.077)

Story Count 0.018** 0.019* 0.019*

(0.005) (0.009) (0.008)

Story Count � College Graduate 0.006 � 0.015 � 0.007

(0.006) (0.013) (0.008)

Competitiveness 0.143* � 0.118 � 0.066

(0.067) (0.142) (0.074)

Open Seat � 0.457** � 0.505* � 0.485**

(0.126) (0.224) (0.144)

Quality Candidate 0.413** 0.068 0.268*

(0.102) (0.178) (0.108)

Democratic Spending 0.236** 0.136 0.087*

(0.044) (0.094) (0.048)

Republican Spending 0.092* 0.078 0.026

(0.036) (0.063) (0.022)

College Graduate 0.270** 0.581** 0.169

(0.080) (0.175) (0.115)

Sex (female) � 0.632** � 0.628** � 0.670**

(0.049) (0.109) (0.069)

Strength of Partisanship 0.166** 0.198** 0.457**

(0.024) (0.047) (0.030)

Constant � 1.383** 1.126** � 0.189

(0.094) (0.194) (0.125)

Pseudo R2 0.146 0.084 0.156

Chi-square 1,200.659 259.583 793.093

N 7,884 9,018 8,803

Notes: Cell entries are logistic regression coef� cients. Robust standard errors clustered on
congressional district are in parentheses. The“ Place Democrat Left of Republican” model is
restricted to contested races. Levels of signi� cance: ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05, one-tailed.
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Appendix L
Arlington and Charlottesville Exit Polls

We conducted two exit polls, the results of which we describe in
Chapter 6. Here, we include details about the protocol, questionnaire,
and sample of voters.

	
������

The �rst exit poll took place in Arlington County, Virginia, on November
6, 2018, the day of the midterm elections. Forty-one exit pollsters worked
shifts at 10 different precincts throughout the county. We selected pre-
cincts in both North and South Arlington, which have somewhat different
demographic pro�les. North Arlington is wealthier, more educated, and
more white. Although our goal was not to generate a representative
sample of the county, drawing data from different areas yielded a some-
what more diverse pool of voters.

The second took place in the City of Charlottesville, Virginia, on
November 4, 2019. Virginia has off-year elections, so in odd years, state
legislators and local elected of�cials are on the ballot (gubernatorial
elections happen every other off-year cycle). On Election Day,108 exit
pollsters worked shifts at all12 precincts within the city limits.

The exit pollsters were undergraduates from George Washington
University (for Arlington) and the University of Virginia (for
Charlottesville). Before Election Day, each pollster participated in a
training session, where we instructed them on how to adhere to county
election regulations, approach voters, and administer the survey. The
protocol included a randomization procedure designed to reduce selection
effects in the interview process. We placed the students in teams of two or
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three and assigned each group a precinct. On Election Day, they worked a
three-hour shift.

When a voter agreed to participate, the exit pollster handed the voter a
pen and a one-page survey on a clipboard and then stepped away.
Respondents completed the survey– which included questions about the
federal and county races in Arlington, and state legislative and city
elections in Charlottesville– with privacy.

We visited and checked in on each team throughout the day. After their
shift, the exit pollsters returned their surveys to our of� ces. We paid the
students for their time.

�����
����

�

The exit polls in each location included a series of demographic questions,
as well as questions about vote choice. The experiment was embedded in
the last question of the survey. The questionnaires printed here include all
three experimental conditions. Each respondent, of course, received
only one.
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