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Online Readers Geographically
More Dispersed Than Print Readers

by Hsiang Iris Chyi

Online reader surveys at 28 local newspapers suggest than
newspapers based in locales of larger populations as well
as those with higher print circulations tend to have a more
geographically dispersed online readership.

Media markets are defined by geography.' For U.S. newspapers in par-
ticular, content is rarely created without a geographic reference in mind.? But
the Internet world has no geographic boundaries. So, when newspapers seek to
expand their readership on the Internet, their online editions face a somewhat
confusing scenario—namely, “the medium is global, the content is local.”?

Because the medium is global, most newspaper websites automatically
attract a group of online users from outside the print market. But, because the
content is local, publishers tend to neglect—intentionally or unintentionally—
visitors from outside their print market, fearing that existing local advertisers,
which provide as much as 90 percent of the online edition’s revenue,* would
find long-distance users irrelevant,® and that pursuing non-local advertisers
may pit the newspapers against a much wider and more aggressive range of
competition for those advertising dollars. The indecisive attitude about long-
distance online readers translates into inaction: Most U.S. newspapers make
few efforts to understand or serve non-local online readers.

In the meantime, a growing number of media scholars and critics have
started to examine the less-than-satisfactory result of newspapers’ online ex-
periment in terms of readership® and revenue,” questioning the economic value
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of a newspaper’s online readers primarily from the advertiser’s perspective.
Yet, as a result of the recession and the subsequent decline in advertising in-
come, many newspapers are planning to charge directly online users for news
access. In light of the resurrection of the subscription model,® a re-evaluation
of the value of these online readers is essential. However, few paywall plans
seem to distinguish different niche audiences that constitute a newspapers’
online readership—e.g., online readers from outside the print market. The lack
of understanding about these non-traditional readers may result in a state of
ambiguity that hinders the proper evaluation of newspapers’ online readership
and prevents newspapers from differentiating various types of users and their
needs and wants.

To understand online newspaper readership better, this study examines
closely the geographicdistribution of online users of 28 U.S. newspaper websites.
Of particular interest is the distance between a typical user and the newspaper,
the grouping of readers at different geographiclevels and the factors influencing
users’ geographic distribution. These issues are of great importance because
newspapers are geographically specific and their readership, print or online,
should be understood as such.

Literature Review

Geography is a central concern in newspaper economics’ because it deter-
mines scarcity (in the form of productsubstitutability), which, in turn, determines
the value a newspaper creates and delivers. Rosse’s classic umbrella model of
newspaper competition illustrates intercity competition among newspapers in
a four-layer hierarchical structure—metropolitan dailies, satellite city dailies,
suburban dailies and weeklies.”” This model exemplified the importance of
geography as a key factor determining the level of competition among news-
papers operating within their own market boundaries.

In practice, newspapers define their market boundaries using specific
descriptors—for example, Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA),"" ABC (Audit
Bureau of Circulations) Retail Trading Zone,'> ABC City Zone® and Newspa-
per Designated Market Area (NDM)"—each serving specific purposes.'® Print
newspapers operate within these clearly defined market areas.

Online, market boundaries seem to disappear. But geography has not
lost its relevance in cyberspace. Because newspaper content is rarely created
without a geographic reference in mind, the interplay between the medium’s
global capacity and the content’s local orientation deserves scholarly attention.

To illustrate online newspaper geography, based on “the medium is global;
the market is not” premise, Chyi'® borrowed the umbrella imagery and devel-
oped a five-layer model consisting of community, metro, regional, national
and international levels. As most print newspapers operate at the community,
metro or national level, their online editions may expand the readership to the
next highest level. For example, a metro paper in print is more likely to attain
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regional readers online, while a national newspaper site is more likely to reach
users worldwide. An exploratory study showed that most national newspapers
defined their long-distance market at the global level; for local newspapers, the
results were mixed, indicating that local newspaper publishers were unsure
about how to define their online readership geographically.”” Another study
conceptualized long-distance users as the “geographic long tail,”*® suggesting
that, asnewspapers move from print to online, usage becomes less concentrated
in the local market—previously defined by the print product—and extends to
the long-distance market.

These studies present various models that illustrate online newspapers’
geographic markets. Along these lines, this study seeks to empirically examine
the geographic grouping of online newspaper users at various geographiclevels.

Research on the dual-geographic market of online newspapers has shown
that an additional, potential audience segment for online newspapers exists
beyond the print edition’s circulation area.”” As early as 1998-1999, a survey of
online newspaper publishers reported that about one-third of their traffic came
from outside their print market.?” As the Internet audience tracking technolo-
gies evolved, research based on panel data collected by Internet research firm
comScore MediaMetrix also showed that a substantial amount of online traffic
to newspaper sites came from outside the print market.”! But the importance of
long-distance users is most salient among major newspaper sites in the United
Kingdom, where overseas users outnumber domestic ones. For example, one
report found that 72 percent of the Mail Online’s users were from outside the
UK, and the same holds true for Sun Online and Times Online (62 percent), and
the Guardian and Telegraph (56 percent).”? Americans alone accounted for 36
percent of the total audience for major UK news sites.”

Research Questions

Built upon these findings, this study goes beyond percentages to examine
the geographic distribution of online newspaper readers: Where do they reside,
and what is the “distance” in long-distance? Specifically, this study addresses
the following research questions:

RQ1:
What s the average distance between a typical online reader and the news-
paper (mean, median and mode)?

RQ2:

Do online readers cluster at specific geographic levels?

As for what factors affect online readers’ geographic distribution, previ-
ous research has shown that the size of a newspaper is associated with certain
indicators of its online performance. For example, Chyi and Sylvie found that
print circulation was positively related to the amount of traffic from both lo-
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cal and long-distance markets.** Another study showed that print circulation
was positively related to the actual size of online readership at both local and
national levels but not related to the proportion of long-distance traffic.® The
population of the print newspaper market might be of relevance, too, because
newspaper consumption historically varied by geography-related factors such
as region and urbanization levels and by population and household trends.?
Additionally, the performance of the newspaper’s website is an indicator of
site quality, which may determine the appeal of the site and expand site reach
beyond the print market.”” Taken together, this study seeks to explore the plau-
sible influence of these factors (i.e., population of the newspaper locale, print
circulation and website performance) on the geographic distribution of online
readership, addressing the following research question:

RQ3:
What factors predict the average distance between a typical online reader
and the newspaper?

Methods

Secondary Data Analysis

The data in this analysis were collected by Belden Associates (now Belden
Interactive), a newspaper research and consulting firm, which conducted on-
line reader surveys on 28 local newspaper websites from October 2007 to June
2008. For the 28 newspapers under study, their average Sunday circulation is
95,772 and their average weekday circulation is 73,415. These newspapers’
mean average weekday circulation is about twice as large as that of all 1,400
daily newspapers in the United States.”® Nevertheless, because the data set
includes five newspapers with a circulation greater than 100,000 and five with
a circulation of less than 20,000, they constitute a fairly diverse sample of U.S.
daily newspapers in terms of circulation.

While visiting the local newspaper website, randomly selected users were
intercepted with a pop-up invitation to participate in the survey.” Therefore,
each of the 28 surveys was based on a probability sample. The sample size
totaled 25,964 users.

ZIP Gode Processing

To address RQ1, this study used ZIP Code information provided by the
survey respondents to identify the location of each respondent. ZIP Code, de-
veloped by the U.S. Postal Service, is one of the most important and effective
geographic identifiers used by the general public. Since 1963, each area in the
United States has been assigned a 5-digit numeric code, the first three digits
of which represent the sectional center or large city, and the last two digits
represent the post office facility or delivery area. Currently there are more than
42,000 ZIP Codes in use.®
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To calculate the distance between the respondent and the newspaper, each
ZIP Code was translated into latitude/longitude coordinates, based on U.S.
Census Bureau data—namely, the 2000 U.S. Gazetteer ZCTA Files,* which
contain information regarding counties, county subdivisions, places and ZIP
Code Tabulation Areas (ZCTAs) for the 50 states, the District of Columbia and
Puerto Rico.*

Since some ZIP Codes were created after 2000 and thus were not included
in the U.S. Census Bureau database, the corresponding coordinates of some 195
respondents were not available.

These ZIP Codes were entered
into the ZIP Code lookup search

engine on the U.S. Postal Service
website® to identify the area each
code refers to, which, in turn, was
used toretrieve the corresponding
latitude/longitude coordinates
from the National Weather Service
website.

Mapping Analysis

To address RQ2, this study vi-
sualized the geographic distribu-
tionofindividual onlineusersona
map using BatchGeocode (http:/ /

Based on the results of the
regression analysis, it is
also clear that newspapers’
online readership, even if
geographically dispersed,
does not exist in a vacuum.
The population of the
newspaper's print market
and the performance of the

www.batchgeo.com/), an online
service that maps multiple ad-
dresses or ZIP Codes on a Google
or Yahoo! map by converting an
address to latitude/longitude
coordinates.

print edition (i.e., circulation)
together determine how
geographically dispersed the
newspaper’s online readership

Regression Analysis IS.

To address RQ3, this study
performed a hierarchical regres-
sion analysis to predict the mean
distance between users and the
newspaper locale by three inde-
pendentvariables (i.e., population of the newspaperlocale, print circulation and
website performance). The population and circulation figures were obtained
from the Editor & Publisher International Yearbook and website performance was
operationalized as the newspaper site’s monthly visitors, which was obtained
from Bacons’s Internet Media Directory.
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Findings

RQ1 seeks to measure the average distance between a typical online reader and the
newspaper (mean, median, and mode).

Among all users in the aggregate sample (N = 25,261), the mean is 161
(miles), the median is 12 and the mode is zero. The distribution is skewed to the
right, suggesting that most online readers reside closely to the newspaperlocale.

To delineate a more detailed picture at the individual newspaper level,
Table 1 presents the average distance in terms of means, medians, and modes
for each of the 28 newspaper sites. The mean ranges from 65 to 423 miles; the
median ranges from 0 to 20 miles; the mode ranges from 0 to 12 miles. The mean
shows the largest variance, and the mode shows the least.

Table 1
28 News Sites: Average Distance
Location - Web site Weekday

print Average distance

circulation  Mean Median  Mode SD
Denver - DenverPost.com 255,935 266.2 17.1 2.0 486.3
Denver - RockyMountainNews.com 255,675 240.8 15.4 5.0 482.2
St. Paul - TwinCities.com 184,371 193.3 20.3 4.0 411.1
Los Angeles - DailyNews.com 151,215 4225 19.2 0.0 848.1
Birmingham - al.com 143,781 68.9 14.8 8.0 205.9
Mobile - al.com 95,699 119.6 19.5 12.0 243.0
Harrisburg/Lehigh Valley - PennLive.com 95,188 91.0 9.4 3.0 318.8
Long Beach - PressTelegram.com 87,637 131.8 9.9 11.0 430.1
Springfield - MassLive.com 83,351 100.1 7.9 2.0 366.8
Middletown - RecordOnline.com 79,122 130.5 18.7 0.0 360.9
El Paso - EIPasoTimes.com 68,998 171.6 10.7 11.0 400.4
Staten Island - SILive.com 58,034 114.3 4.5 4.0 385.6
Erie - GoErie.com 56,462 188.5 11.9 8.0 440.5
Davenport - qctimes.com 54,020 134.3 6.7 5.0 345.4
Huntsville - al.com 51,013 65.0 19.2 10.0 201.6
Vancouver - Columbian.com 46,203 110.9 8.7 9.0 389.5
San Gabriel - SGVTribune.com 42,602 91.6 5.9 5.0 347.6
Waterloo - WCFCourier.com 41,477 206.5 15.6 0.0 442.2
Chico - ChicoER.com 31,678 924 6.0 2.0 421.0
Pasadena - PasadenaStarNews.com 29,712 104.6 3.5 2.0 410.1
Dubuque - THOnline.com 28,315 160.2 16.4 0.0 359.3
Sandusky - SanduskyRegister.com 22,168 1271 9.9 0.0 345.4
Goldsboro - NewsArgus.com 19,219 95.3 8.6 5.0 310.5
Nampa - IdahoPress.com 18,691 115.8 6.9 4.0 360.0
Pocatello - JournalNet.com 16,723 208.4 9.1 4.0 440.4
Klamath Falls — HeraldandNews.com 16,612 121.6 12.2 0.0 334.7
Whittier - WhittierDailyNews.com 16,339 100.6 3.0 2.0 387.2
Montrose - MontrosePress.com 5,401 160.6 0.0 0.0 398.9
Average 73,415 161.1 11.9 0.0 427.3
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RQ2 concerns the grouping of online readers at specific geographic levels.

To explore the difference in readership distribution across newspaper sites
with varying mean distance, three newspaper sites were selected for analysis:
Al.com, the Web edition of The Huntsville Times, Huntsville, Ala., with the
shortest mean distance (65 miles) among the 28 sites; MontrosePress.com, the
Web edition of The Montrose Daily Press, Montrose, Col., with the average mean
distance of 161 miles; and DailyNews.com, the Web edition of The Daily News,
Los Angeles, Cal., with the longest mean distance (423 miles). Figures 1-3 pres-
ent the geographic distribution of these three newspapers’ online readership.

The overall shape of the distributionlooks alike, but the distribution of Al.com
users is characterized by a much shorter “tail.” In addition, DailyNews.com
shows a second peak or user cluster between 2,500 to 3,000 miles. The following
analysis would identify the location of that second cluster of DailyNews.com.

To closely examine the grouping of users of DailyNews.com, each re-
spondent’s location was depicted on a map. Figure 4 shows that the primary
cluster is surrounding the Los Angeles area, the market defined by the print
newspaper, the ZIP Code of which is 91367. The second cluster is on the East
Coast, inadjacent areas surrounding New York City. The distance between these
two clusters is about 2,800 miles, matching the pattern illustrated in Figure 3.

RQ3 asks which factors predict (i.e., population of the newspaper locale, print circula-
tion and website performance) the average distance between a typical online reader
and the newspaper.

Table 2 first presents the results of the bivariate zero-order correlation
analysis; Table 3 presents the hierarchical regression analysis. Population is
the strongest predictor
across all three models. Table 2
The R-square value of | Correlations between Mean Distance and
the first model shows Predicting Variables
that population alone

accounts for 65 percent Mean  Pop’l  Print  Monthly
of the variance in mean Distance Circul Visitors
distance. The full (i.e, | \ean distance — 778" 508" 199
the third) model indi- 28) (28) 1)
cates thatasmuch as78 .
percent of the variance | Population — 382 187
. . (28) 21
in the mean distance
can be eXPIained by | Print circulation _ 704%**
the three predictor (1)
variables. Population

Monthly visitors —

has the greatest influ-
ence on distance (betu Note: Cell entries are Pearson’s r and n.

= .688, p < .001), fol- * Correlation significant at the .05 level (2-tailed)

: : _ ** Correlation significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)
lowed by prlnt creu *** Correlation significant at the .001 level (2-tailed)
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Figure 1
Geographic Distribution of Online Readers: Short
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Figure 2
Geographic Distribution of Online Readers: Medium
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Figure 3
Geographic Distribution of Online Readers: Long
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lation (beta = .536,

p < .001). Website | Table3
performance (i.e., Predictors of Mean Distance between Online Readers

monthly visitors) and the Newspaper

is not a significant 1 ) 3
predictor of mean | predictors Beta
distance. (SE)
Inother words, Povulati s04°+* - -
Opu atuon B . B
newspapers based 000 000 000
in locales of larger (.000) (.000) (.000)
popu lations, as Print circulation .315* .536**
well as those with (.000) (.000)
AT p—
.000
a more geographi-
cally dispersed | N 21 21 21
onhtne If ead;:'r 5}11}119, Model F(1,19)=348 F(2,18=250 F(3,17)=204
controlling for the p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
effect of the other | ¥ 647 736 783

variables in the [ Ny <.05 »p <01 = <001.
model. Website
performance, on
the other hand, is not a major factor affecting the geographic distribution of
online readers.

Discussion

This study took an innovative approach and identified the geographic dis-
tribution of 28 local newspapers’ online readership through a ZIP Code analysis.
Additionally, this study visualized the “geographic long tail”* and groupings
of online newspaper users by mapping out users’ ZIP Codes. This approach
turned abstract numbers into meaningful and easy-to-interpret information.
Moreover, the quantitative analysis identified two factors, which explained
most of the variance in online readers’ geographic distribution.

Not surprisingly, user density is the highest surrounding the center of the
print market, indicated by a distribution that is skewed to the right. But the
mean distance between a typical online reader and the newspaper locale ranges
from 65 to 423 miles (the latter is more than 7 hours of driving at the speed of
60 mph!), suggesting that the online readership is not completely confined by
geography. Yet, itis the population of the newspaperlocale and print circulation
that determine the mean distance, suggesting that the geographic distribution of
newspapers’ online readership is deeply rooted in the printedition’s geographic
and readership base. The website’s performance, on the other hand, is of no
significant impact. Such findings carry a number of managerial implications
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for newspaper companies.

First, the mapping analysis, despite its descriptive nature, discloses the
geographic characteristics of online newspaper readership, which otherwise
would have remained ambiguous. For example, who would have imagined
that DailyNews.com, based in Los Angeles, has a user cluster 2,800 miles away
in the New York area? Of course, one may wonder: What can a newspaper do
about such users that are 2,800 miles away? In this regard, British newspapers
have been experimenting with some fairly aggressive content and marketing
strategies, hoping to pursue foreign readers and advertisers. The Guardian, for
example, has a Washington-based newsroom that allows the site to increase
the coverage of U.S. politics.* Times Online seeks to generate more traffic from
American readers and even publishes an American edition of the print news-
paper on the East Coast of the U.S. as a marketing tool for the website.” The
Financial Times, eyeing China, launched a Chinese-language website in 2003 and
has since attracted 1.5 million registered users.*® Whether such efforts translate
foreign traffic into revenue streams remains to be seen.*

Back in the U.S. context, how much of its resources could a typical local
newspaper, with an average weekday circulation of 35,683, devote to mirror
some of the changes that the larger newspapers have made are questionable.
With staff reductions and limited financial resources, can local newspapers go to
great lengths to court online readers outside of their print market boundaries?

The answer is yes and no. On the one hand, it is unrealistic to expect local
advertisers, whom local newspaper sites heavily rely on,* to develop substan-
tial interest in long-distance users. It is from this perspective that “the value
of the overseas audience is a fraction of the value of the U K. audience.”* But,
on the other hand, the landscape of Internet advertising has been changing.
Many newspaper sites are now working with national advertising networks
such as Google and Yahoo!, which connect advertisers and media outlets in
unconventional ways. For example, Google sells targeted, keyword-based ads
to a much wider range of advertisers—local and non—local—through its online,
auction-based AdWords service and then serves such ads on content sites. As
a result, long-distance online users, who were considered irrelevant or less
valuable by local advertisers, may turn out to be relevant and valuable when
being pursued as a niche audience.

Besides the increasing market potential of long-distance users as a result of
new advertising practices, the value of long-distance users is even more salient
in the context of the subscription model. Considering that online advertising
revenue is still less than 5 percent of total newspaper revenue,** some major
newspapers are considering erecting the paywall and charging users for online
news access. Among them, British newspapers The Times and The Sunday Times
took the lead in July 2010, and The New York Times and The Dallas Morning News
also launched their digital subscription planin March 2011. Under the subscrip-
tion scheme, the value of any online user is no longer determined by whether he
or she is local but how likely one would pay for online content. Recent research
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findings have confirmed that long-distance users tend to have higher income
and are more loyal to the newspaper site for lack of similar offline alternatives.*
Therefore, any newspaper site thatis considering the paid-contentmodel should
view frequent out-of-market users as of more, not less, importance.

Based on the results of the regression analysis, it is also clear that newspa-
pers’ online readership, even if geographically dispersed, does not exist in a
vacuum. The population of the newspaper’s print market and the performance
of the print edition (i.e., circulation) together determine how geographically
dispersed the newspaper’s online readership is. Therefore, with 1,400 U.S. daily
newspapers of varying market sizes and circulation levels all attaining long-
distance users, the one-size-fits-all strategy probably does not exist. Forexample,
The New York Times’ online readership is inherently much more international
than that of local dailies, so what works for The Times may not work for others.
Unfortunately, even The New York Times, which has a global user base,* has not
done much to monetize visitors from all over the world.

Perhaps the real issue is that newspapers historically have viewed their
product as functional and its demand predictable as opposed to innovative
and unpredictable.* However, if this industry hopes to thrive (or just survive)
on the Internet, it must research and better understand its online readership.
This study demonstrates a rather straightforward approach, one that demands
only minimal information—something as simple as users’ ZIP Codes—from the
reader. Another strong geographic indicator available to anyone who publishes
online is each user’s IP address, which also allows for geographic analysis of
online readership.

As Internet technologies evolve, advanced tools for tracking and analyzing
user behavior have become readily available. One example is Google Analytics,
an enterprise-class, easy-to-use Web Analytics service that helps any website
track a wide range of audience metrics and costs nothing to implement.* This
is something newspaper sites, large or small, can and should take advantage
of. As Jeff Jarvis points out, newspaper sites got all these out-of-market readers
without even trying.*” All they need to do is to analyze empirical data, think in
digital terms, and plan accordingly—knowing where online readers reside is
just the very first step toward understanding who they are and what they need.

Limitations of the Study

This study was based on secondary data, which included only these local
newspapersites. As aresult, national newspaper sites like NYTimes.com, which
presumably would yield different patterns of readership distribution, were not
included in the analysis. In addition, the ZIP Code analysis identified only users
residing within the United States, so international users were not included in
the analysis. As previous research has shown that international users constitute
major audience segments for a number of British news sites,* the exclusion of
international users is less than satisfactory. But, because the 28 newspaper sites
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under study are affiliated with localnewspapers, the proportion of international
users is expected to be of lesser significance.

It is noted that one of the newspapers in the sample (The Rocky Mountain
News) folded in February 2009. A re-examination of the data has confirmed that
excluding that particular case from the analysis would only slightly change the
values generated by some of the statistical tests (i.e. aggregate mean, medium
and correlation and regression coefficients) and such differences have little or
no impact on the overall relationships found or the conclusions reached.

Another weakness, inherent in most online surveys, is that regular or heavy
users may be more likely to participate in the survey than one-time users directed
to the newspaper site through search engines. The potential biases should be
taken into account when interpreting the results.

Nevertheless, this aggregate data set included local newspapers of various
sizes and a large number of online newspaper readers. While scholarly research
tends to focus on national newspapers, local dailies that constitute the major-
ity of U.S newspapers remain understudied. This study addresses that gap,
contributing to a better understanding of local newspapers’ online readership.
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