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1. Introduction 

1.1 Aims of this Study 

On January 26, 2007, an election took place in Austria. The leading candidates 

were a woman and two young men. Their last encounter on TV, before the votes 

were cast, was seen by 1,135,000 people; the market share of 42% meant that 

almost half of all Austrians, who watched TV that evening, had tuned in. Among 

TV viewers younger than thirty, the market share reached a stunning 68%.  

A few months earlier, another election had taken place. Before the votes were 

cast, the last TV debate of the five candidates, on September 28, 2006, was seen 

by 1,262,000 people, and it attained an even larger market share of 47%. Yet, of 

the younger audience less than 25% watched the debate, while three quarters 

had switched to another channel. Why was this debate so much less attractive to 

the younger crowd, drawing just 85,000 viewers under thirty, whereas the candi-

dates of the other election were watched by three times as many teenagers and 

twentysomethings? The answer is obvious. In September 2006, the TV audience 

saw a 90-minute prime-time debate of five leading politicians, competing for a 

majority in the parliamentary elections a few days later, and for the post of Aus-

tria‟s chancellor. In January 2007, the viewers watched the two-hour finale of 

Starmania, Austria‟s version of American Idol, with three gorgeous youngsters on 

the stage, performing pop songs, and competing for a recording contract. While 

the average viewer of the music show was 39 years of age, the audience of the 

political debate had a median age of 56. Yet this was by no means an outlier. For 

a two-hour “hard core” political program on TV the audience was even youthful. 

The average viewer of the premier evening newscast in Austria is 61 years old, 

and the audience of a one-hour Sunday morning talk show on politics (a local 

version of Meet the Press) has a median age of 64.1 An Austrian phenomenon? 

Not at all.  

 

What prompted me to contrast the ratings of Starmania and the political debate 

was a similar comparison in a book by American journalism scholar David Min-
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dich (2005), with the catchy title Tuned Out. Why Americans Under 40 Don‟t Fol-

low the News. Mindich was alarmed by the fact that more Americans watched the 

finale of American Idol than a Presidential debate between George Bush and Al 

Gore shortly before the election of 2004. This and further evidence led him to the 

thesis of his book that “across America, young people have abandoned tradition-

al news” (ibid., 3-4). And the same picture can be seen in every so called media 

democracy: traditional or old media seem to have lost much of their attraction to 

significant parts of the population, in particular to most people born after 1970. 

The average consumer of TV newscasts everywhere is around 60 (and growing 

older) and total viewership is shrinking year by year, as is the circulation of 

newspapers and political magazines around the world. New media are obviously 

more successful, with hundreds of millions of people active on social networking 

sites such as Facebook or MySpace, watching and sharing videos on YouTube, 

listening to music on their iPods, searching for information on Google or 

Wikipedia, or playing World of Warcraft. One might argue that it does not make 

much of a differerence whether (especially young) people entertain themselves 

by watching television and listening to the radio, or by pulling videos and music 

from the web. Or, that this is primarily an economic problem for media conglo-

merates which have stuck to long to tried and tested media formats, and are now 

rapidly losing their profit-generating target audience of 14 to 49-year-olds who are 

so much cherished by the advertising industry.2 Yet, this is not the focus of this 

study. For mass media not only have the purpose to entertain (or to generate 

profits) but also – as the founders of the BBC famously put it – to inform and 

educate.  

 

Democratic societies are built on the premise that their citizens participate in the 

public discourse. Even in the most minimal form of representative democracies, 

citizens ought to cast their votes based on considered opinions on the parties 

and candidates standing for election. The basic prerequisite for forming such 

                                                                                                                                 

1
 These internal data were provided by the audience research department of ORF, Austria‟s public broadcaster, 

where the author is employed as a senior editor of the news division. The data are not publicly available and 

not meant for further publication. 
2
 In the face of its aging viewership, the broadcast industry is slowly adapting its concept of a 14 to 49-year-old 

target audience. The concept was originally introduced by commercial TV channels, which are financed 

through advertising and had a much younger audience than public TV. Over the last few years, however, 

the median viewer age of commercial broadcasters has also increased steadily. In 2007, for instance, the 

audiences of the dominant German private channels RTL and Sat1 were on average 48 and 52 years of 

age, respectively (Feldmeier 2008). 
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considered opinions is information and knowledge about politics. As former U.S. 

President James Madison wrote almost two hundred years ago in a famous 

letter, “A popular government, without popular information or the means of 

acquring it, is but a prologue to a farce or a tragedy, or perhaps both” (cited in 

Delli Carpini/Keeter 1996, 22). Since most citizens don‟t have direct access to 

politics beyond their local community, they have to rely on information provided 

by others. This task is usually fulfilled by the mass media, which employ 

professional journalists to report on political, economic and cultural affairs. For 

many decades the primary sources of political information for most citizens were 

newspapers and printed journals, until television became the prevalent medium 

of the 20th century. TV was, of course, a perfect venue for entertainment, but from 

the beginning it was also seen as a service for the “public interest”. Very early on, 

the U.S. Federal Communications Commission asserted that “the foundation 

stone of the American system of broadcasting … is the right of the public to be 

informed” and mandated that the newly founded broadcasting networks air public 

affairs programming (Baym 2010, 11). In Europe, a system of public broadcasters 

was established, with the BBC becoming its widely admired role model. In the 

1970s, BBC director general (and three-term President of the European 

Broadcasting Union) was Charles Curran, who stated: 

 

It is the broadcasters‟ role, as I see it, to win public interest in public issues 

… it is their duty, for the sake of the successful government of society, to 

persuade their audiences to feel themselves involved in the issues which 

have to be debated … Broadcasters have a responsibility, therefore, to 

provide a rationally based and balanced service of news which will enable 

people to make basic judgements about public policy in their capacity as 

voting citizens of a democracy. (Curran 1979, 114-115; orig. emphasis)  

 

But what if (broadcast) news cannot “win public interest in public issues” any 

longer, at least among younger people, as seems to be the case from the 

declining ratings of newscasts and the shrinking circulation of newspapers? For 

U.S. media scholar David Mindich (2005, 5) the consequences are clear: 

“America is facing the greatest exodus of informed citizenship in its history.” he 

writes. Yet, is it that dramatic?  

 

For many years the informed and enlightened citizen was the ideal of western 

democracy and the mission of professional journalism in print, radio and 

television. But is this ideal still (and was it ever) realistic? And more 
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fundamentally – is this ideal even necessary? Or are there ways to provide the 

public with the essential knowledge to participate in the community and make 

informed decisions in the voting booth, without overloading them with information 

which many – especially younger – citizens do not use anyway? This is the basic 

question I will try to answer in this thesis.  

 

I will do this by compiling the latest available research on the media habits of 

young people and putting it into the context of relevant theoretical concepts of 

democracy theory, media and communication studies, and research on political 

learning. By doing so, I will cover topics such as: How much information do 

citizens actually need to participate in the public sphere? How much information 

do they get? Are young people indeed abandoning political news? How do they 

use media in general? Are they less informed than their elders, or perhaps just 

differently informed? And, will the Digital Natives of the 21st century pick up the 

news habits of their parents and grandparents as they get older – and start 

reading newspapers, and watching television news? Are there forms of political 

information, that are attractive to young people? And what could be learned from 

this to create new, innovative media formats? Given my profession as a TV 

journalist, and the fact that television is still the most popular medium, even 

among youngsters as will be shown, I will focus my research on television, 

nevertheless, many findings and conclusions of this thesis will be applicable to 

other media as well. 

1.2 Structure and Methods  

In a first step (Chapter 2), I review the traditional concept of informed citizenship 

and the role of political information in a democratic society. I discuss the most 

important theories of democracy and their specific take on the functions of infor-

mation and public discourse. The concept of a public sphere and the relevance of 

mass media as the central arena of the public debate are examined, as well as 

the effects of mass media, and television in particular, on political interest, know-

ledge and behavior. I present a model of political learning, and concepts of prac-

tical political knowledge and monitorial citizenship. The chapter concludes with a 

section on information avoidance and information overload. It is based on theo-

retical literature and academic research, mainly from the fields of political 

science, media studies, and communications.  
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Chapter 3 investigates in great detail the media habits of young people. I have 

not gathered original data by conducting surveys, interviews, or focus groups, as 

this is already a very well researched field of study. Extensive quantitative and 

qualitative research has been done by industry groups, think tanks, consulting 

firms, media companies, political institutions, and academics. I have compiled the 

most relevant and recent surveys, studies, and statistics (some of which are not 

publicly available), and merged them into a comprehensive overview, which will 

provide a detailed picture of how young people use media and consume news. 

Most of the data stem from the U.S., as the world‟s most important (and in some 

respects most advanced) media market, and from major European countries, 

above all Germany and the U.K. Many studies, however, come from Austria 

which is, with its 8 million inhabitants, not a particularly important media market. 

Yet, for all purposes of this study the media landscape of Austria (which is heavily 

influenced by neighboring Germany), and the media habits of its youngsters are 

typical enough of any modern media democracy. As a 25-year veteran of Aus-

tria‟s public broadcaster ORF, I have had access to a plethora of internal au-

dience research data and unpublished surveys and studies, which were gene-

rously made available to me. These data provide empirical evidence to confirm, 

refute, or complement various assumptions and conclusions of publicly available 

research. Chapter 3 focuses first on the media usage of teenagers as the young-

est segment of the audience. The vital question (for the part of broadcasters and 

newspaper publishers) of whether young people will take up the media habits of 

their elders, when they get older, is the focus of the next section, followed by an 

extensive examination of how Digital Natives perceive political information and 

news. Drawing on broad audience research data, I finally show the trends and 

changes in the viewership of television news over the last thirty years. 

 

In Chapter 4, I present three case studies: tree very different media formats, from 

the U.S., Britain, and Germany, which are each successful in reaching young 

audiences with political information, yet by very distinct means. None of them is a 

traditional news format. First of all, because I have not found a single serious 

newscast (that is more than just a quick news update) covering mainly “hard 

news”, that does attract a predominantly young audience. And secondly, as we 

will see, young viewers don‟t even want entirely different TV news (a striking pa-

radox that is discussed in Chapter 3). Yet, there are also forms of political infor-

mation other than traditional news. Two of the case studies cover television pro-
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grams, one is a print magazine. While all three cases are based on and exempli-

fied through actual material from the programs and the magazine, the further me-

thodological approach is different. One of the TV shows (The Daily Show with 

Jon Stewart) has already been the subject of extensive academic discourse 

which will be reviewed.3 The discussion of the successful relaunch of BBC‟s cur-

rent affairs programs is based on an elaborate presentation by one of the senior 

editors responsible for the project. The section on the German magazine Neon 

draws mainly on an extensive personal interview with one of its founders and 

chief editors, and on internal market research of the magazine‟s publisher. All 

three case studies are complemented by further material from audience research 

and press reports (for a more detailed discussion of sources and references see 

Chapter 4). Finally, I discuss extensively what editors, producers, and journalists 

could learn from these successful approaches to make political information more 

attractive to young audiences, and I make some suggestions based on further 

research by scholars and industry experts. 

 

In the final Chapter, I summarize the findings of my study and discuss them in the 

context of the previously described ideal of an informed citizenry, a model of polit-

ical learning, and the concepts of practical knowledge and monitorial citizenship. 

This thesis investigates a topic that is very high on the agenda of many journal-

ists and executives in the media industry. “Reaching young audiences is the Holy 

Grail.” reads the first sentence of a newspaper association report (WAN 2007, 5). 

Industry officials are, understandably, concerned about the economic future of 

their businesses. Yet this is not the primary focus of this study, even though it is a 

master‟s thesis for an M.B.A. program. My emphasis is on the potential implica-

tions of young people‟s different media usage for public discourse and democrat-

ic practice. And, of course, this study does not aspire to deliver definite solutions 

and final answers, but instead to offer a few insights and suggestions, hopefully 

of some avail.   

 

One more note on my use of references: Some of the books, articles, surveys, 

presentations, and interview transcripts are originally in German. All direct cita-

tions were translated by me and are marked by an asterisk (*).  

                                                

3
 Unfortunately, no senior producer of The Daily Show was available for a personal interview, and the press 

department of Comedy Central refused to provide any data on the show‟s audience. There was, however, 

sufficient material publicly available. 
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2. Media and Democracy 

The most famous and probably the shortest definition of democracy was deli-

vered by Abraham Lincoln in his historic Gettysburg Address of 1863: “Govern-

ment of the people, for the people, by the people.” As accurate as this quip is, – 

democracy as a concept is, of course, far more complex, something which is do-

cumented by the abundance of modern democracy theories (Saage 2005, 

Schmidt 2008).4 A central feature which differentiates these competing theories 

from one another is the level of participation and the forms of engagement they 

expect from citizens (Dahlgreen 2009). I will discuss this in further detail below. 

However, one “minimal” civic duty is shared by all modern theories of democracy: 

The citizens ought to keep themselves informed about public issues (although the 

necessary levels of information are contended), in order to be able to participate 

in the public discourse, to form qualified political opinions and to execute their 

right to vote on a rational basis. 

2.1 Theories of Democracy and Political Information 

A common framework used to differentiate theories of democracy identifies three 

main traditions (Martinsen 2009): (1) liberal theories, (2) deliberative (or public 

sphere) theories, and (3) participatory (or republican) theories.  

 

The main focus of liberal theories lies on the election of representatives in accor-

dance with a constitution that facilitates the chance to periodically unseat the rul-

ing government by a majority of the voting population. The most important contri-

bution of the citizens is “to choose periodically who among competing teams of 

would-be office holders will exercise public authority” (Gamson 2001, 56). In such 

a limited citizenship model too much civic involvement is not necessary and not 

even desired, as the basis of liberal tradition is representative government, and a 

necessity to actively involve “average” citizens in the execution of public affairs 

would rather indicate a functional disturbance. Central to liberal theories is the 

                                                

4
 The historian Michael Schudson (1998) has shown that in reality the Founding Fathers were not very keen of 

citizens trying to participate in public affairs beyond casting their votes on Election Day. Government was 

strictly regarded as the business of elected officials (“esteemed leaders with sound character and good 

family”), who carefully deliberated how to form the will of the people into law. Further public participation 

was regarded neither necessary nor useful. 
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idea of a plurality of social groups with specific interests which compete for sup-

port. Each relevant group must have the chance to make itself heard and put a 

collectively important topic on the public agenda. The public debate then mainly 

serves as a kind of “sound board” that provides reliable information about public 

concerns for political decision makers. The voters first and foremost need infor-

mation about the differences in the agendas of the “competing teams” and about 

possible malfunctions in the political process such as corruption or incompetence 

of office holders. This should enable citizens to judge as to whether office seek-

ers are to be trusted with the authority of public office.  

 

The participatory or republican school of democracy theories is much more ambi-

tious and demanding. Instead of the top-down perspective of representative gov-

ernment the participatory paradigm advocates a bottom-up approach. The citizen 

is not merely regarded as a sort of political “customer” who chooses from differ-

ent offerings made by political “entrepreneurs” (parties, individual candidates) 

and “pays” with his vote for the service of having his interests represented. In 

participatory concepts the authors and the addressees of laws should, ideally, be 

identical – the citizens act as their own representatives. In modern territorial 

states this is, of course, not easily put into practice and can only be achieved 

sporadically and gradually, e.g. at a local level or by holding referendums. Yet the 

public debate is not restricted to keeping citizens up-to-date on public affairs car-

ried out by professional politicians and bureaucrats – its primary function is to 

include the citizens as active actors and participants in the political decision-

making process and the building of communities. 

 

The third major string of democracy paradigms are so called deliberative theo-

ries. Their most prominent advocate is the German philosopher and sociologist 

Jürgen Habermas, whose seminal book Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit (The 

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere) of 1962 laid ground for the since 

much debated concept of deliberative discourse in the public sphere. Its central 

notion is a continuous rational exchange of ideas without privileged arguments or 

outside pressure in order to generate a consensus about collectively binding de-

cisions. This public discourse is to act as a permanent feedback loop between a 

critically reasoning civic society and a strategically oriented system of political 

decision making: 
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As an essential element of the democratic process, deliberation is expected 

to fulfill three functions: to mobilize and pool relevant issues and required 

information, and to specify interpretations; to process such contributions 

discursively by means of proper arguments for and against; and to gener-

ate rationally motivated yes and no attitudes that are expected to determine 

the outcome of procedurally correct decisions. … To put it in a nutshell, the 

deliberative model expects the political public sphere to ensure the forma-

tion of a plurality of considered public opinions. (Habermas 2006, 415) 

 

Even though these three main traditions of democratic theories have rather dif-

ferent normative expectations concerning the active engagement and involve-

ment of citizens in the political process, they have one central requirement in 

common, expressed in its most concentrated form by Berelson, Lazarsfeld and 

McPhee in their influential study Voting (1954, 308): “The democratic citizen is 

expected to be well informed about political affairs.”  

 

There is no consensus, however, as to what being “well informed about political 

affairs” is exactly supposed to entail. Berelson and his colleagues state rather 

ambitious expectations: “He [the democratic citizen] is supposed to know what 

the issues are, what their history is, what the relevant facts are, which alterna-

tives are proposed, what the party stands for, what the likely consequences are” 

(ibid.).  On a more theoretical level Anthony Downs, in his groundbreaking book 

An Economic Theory of Democracy, gets even more specific and elaborates the 

following “main steps of rationally deciding how to vote” (1985, 209):  

 

1. Gathering information relevant to each issue upon which important polit-

ical decisions have been (or will) be made. 

2. For each issue, selecting from all the information gathered which will be 

used in the voting decision. 

3. For each issue, analyzing the facts selected to arrive at specific factual 

conclusions about possible alternative policies and their consequences. 

4. For each issue, appraising the consequences of every likely policy in 

light of relevant goals. […] 

5. Coordinating the appraisals of each issue into a net evaluation of each 

party running in the election. […] 

6. Making the voting decision by comparing the net evaluations of each 

party and weighting them for future contingencies. 

7. Actually voting or abstaining.  

 

It is obvious without further research that such an extensive information gathering 

process is neither feasible nor practical for most individual voters, and therefore 
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not implemented in real life voting decisions. Downs even holds that in fact it 

would be irrational for a voter trying to collect and analyze all the necessary in-

formation in order to decide rationally, for the information costs are much higher 

than the marginal return, i.e. the chance of influencing the outcome of an election 

with a single vote. As a cost-minimizing alternative, citizens can gain “accidental” 

political information either as free “by-products” of non-political (mainly entertain-

ment) activities, or they can seek straight political information “purely for its enter-

tainment value because they enjoy political rivalry and warfare” (ibid., 223). Yet in 

any case a rational citizen will try to reduce his costs by delegating most parts of 

the laborious information-gathering and decision-making process to specialized 

agencies and professional evaluation experts (e.g. journalists in the mass media) 

or he will use information short-cuts (such as ideology or party affiliation). Other 

authors are less demanding and specific about how much information is neces-

sary for taking part in the democratic discourse. Tilley and Wlezien (2008, 192), 

for example, claim rather broadly: “It is not that people need to know everything, 

but they do need to know something.” James Barber (1973, 44) holds “a citizen 

would need to know what the government is and does.“  Delli Carpini and Keeter 

(1996, 65) add that citizens should also know “who the government is”. Maier 

(2009, 395) summarizes all these different normative expectations as “knowledge 

about structures, knowledge about topics and knowledge about actors”.  

 

“By such standards the voters fall short.” stated Berelson, Lazersfeld and 

McPhee more than 50 years ago. That democracies have survived nevertheless 

… “that is the paradox. Individual voters today seem unable to satisfy the re-

quirements for a democratic system of government outlined by political theorists” 

(1954, 312). Since then several scholars have attempted to resolve this apparent 

dilemma (which was originally conveyed by the American journalist Walter Lipp-

mann in the early 1920s5) by modifying the concept of being an “informed citi-

zen”. Pippa Norris (2000, 213-228) for example asks voters to acquire “practical 

knowledge” about politics, which she describes as “information sufficient to ena-

ble citizens to estimate the probable risks and benefits of their decisions. […] 

There is no rational incentive to memorize facts that have no practical relevance 

                                                

5
 In his seminal book Public Opinion Lippmann (1997, 19) famously called it an “intolerable and unworkable 

fiction that each of us must acquire a competent opinion about all public affairs”. His pessimistic assessment 

of the average citizen‟s ability to formulate sound opinions on public affairs was promptly disputed by the 
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to citizens‟ multiple political roles”. Thus, practical knowledge is situational and 

varies with the context of a political decision. It can be different for referendums, 

or for general elections, or for the selection of political candidates. The necessary 

information can, depending on the context, be very factual and rather abstract or 

personal and “soft”, but it does not have to be encyclopedic: “Just as drivers do 

not need to know the principles of mechanics, or even how a spark plug works, to 

accelerate a car, so citizens do not need to plumb the depths of how a bill be-

comes law to understand the probable consequences of their political decisions” 

(ibid., 211). Michael Schudson (1998; 1999) is even more “generous” with his 

widely discussed concept of the “monotorial citizen”. Like Downs and Norris, 

Schudson argues that the ideal of an all-informed citizen, who carefully studies 

political issues, party platforms, and the record of candidates, is in need of mod-

ification for it is simply not realistic. To be “well informed” even about a single 

local issue such as the construction of a highway “would require months of study” 

(Schudson 1999, 14). Instead of permanent information gathering, citizens 

should engage in what he calls “environmental surveillance”, which … 

 
… does not imply that citizens should know all the issues all of the time. It 

implies that they should be informed enough and alert enough to identify 

danger to their personal good and danger to the public good. When such 

danger appears on the horizon, they should have the resources – in trusted 

relationships, in political parties and elected officials, in relationships to in-

terest groups and other trustees of their concerns, in knowledge of and 

access to the courts as well as the electoral system, and in relevant infor-

mation sources – to jump into the political fray and make a lot of noise” (ib-

id., 21).  

 

Yet, according to Schudson, in some ways such monitorial citizenship is even 

more demanding than the traditional ideal of informed citizenship for it implies 

“that one‟s peripheral vision should always have a political or civic dimension” 

(ibid.).  

 

Irrespective of its range or depth, acquiring any (political) knowledge depends on 

three conditions according to the OMA-framework, devised by Delli Carpini and 

Keeter (1996): (1) abilities, (2) motivations, and (3) opportunities. Individual abili-

ties range from physical capabilities (e.g. being able to see and hear), to cogni-

                                                                                                                                 

philosopher John Dewey and led to a – still frequently quoted – debate between the two famous public intel-

lectuals (see Allan 2010). 



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

13 

tive and intellectual skills like the competence to process and retain information 

(the latter are strongly influenced by formal education). Motivation describes the 

individual willingness to deal with political questions and issues, e.g. political in-

terest, the frequency and intensity of interpersonal communication about politics, 

or the consumption of political news in the mass media. Opportunities mean the 

general availability of information about public affairs which can come from differ-

ent sources and forms of exchange in the public sphere.  

 

The German scholars Gerhards and Neidhardt (1993, 58-67*) call the public 

sphere an intermediary system that provides for the exchange between the politi-

cal system and the citizens. It is a “system of communication, where the produc-

tion of a certain kind of knowledge takes place” and where “public opinions 

emerge”. In their influential article they distinguish three different levels of public 

sphere: (1) personal interaction and encounters, (2) public events and assem-

blies, and (3) mass media. The central function of all levels of the public sphere 

is: generating, processing, and using information in order to define topics and 

opinions for the political system. Encounters are mainly accidental. They are di-

rect, unmediated, often spontaneous interactions, taking place at shops, restau-

rants or on the street. Their nature is open, fragile and without much structure. 

Topics and participants fluctuate. Due to the small number of attendees and the 

episodic character of personal interaction, the likelihood of encounters exercising 

a strong impact on public opinion is rather limited. Assemblies, mostly in the form 

of events or demonstrations, are open to a more general public. They are 

planned and organized, they usually have a theme and a schedule, and partici-

pants emerge in different (but exchangeable) roles: as speakers and audience. 

Since assemblies can reach a larger audience (directly via participants or indi-

rectly via media coverage) they have a bigger chance to shape public opinion. 

But by far the most important venue for communication about politics in modern 

societies is the mass media. Mass media communication requires an elaborate 

technical infrastructure, and information is gathered, processed, and distributed 

by professional communication specialists embedded in complex organizations, i. 

e. journalists. The role of the audience is different: it is more abstract (not physi-

cally present), much larger and its chance to participate in and influence the 

communication process is vastly reduced. The roles of provider and consumer of 

information are generally clearly separated. Therefore Gerhards and Neidhardt 

describe the mass media as “a relatively closed and not very sensitive system”. 
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Yet “a public sphere in complex societies would not be possible without the mass 

media” (ibid., 66*). 

 

This was written, of course, before the emergence of the internet and what is now 

known as social media. In the terminology of Gerhards and Neidhardt, the so 

called Web 2.0 or social networks (e.g. Facebook, MySpace, and Twitter) would 

be a sort of hybrid of all three levels of the public sphere: communication in social 

media consists of direct and personal interactions (encounter), which take place 

without physical presence but in front of a theoretically unlimited audience via the 

complex technical infrastructure of the World Wide Web (mass media); and every 

interaction can not only be followed but also easily joined and influenced by every 

known or anonymous member of the audience, thereby becoming a participant 

(assembly). Some contemporary authors hail social media as the ideal venue for 

the emergence of engaged and interactive political deliberation, for it enables the 

transformation of participants from passive consumers into active contributors 

(Meißelbach 2009). Many others remain skeptical, though – first and foremost the 

originator of the concept of deliberative discourse, Jürgen Habermas (2006, 423) 

who suspects: “The rise of millions of fragmented chat rooms across the world 

tends … to lead to the fragmentation of large but politically focused mass au-

diences into a huge number of isolated issue publics.” Even though Habermas 

became famous with his fundamental critique of the mass media, in 2006 he re-

ferred to “the political journalism to which we are accustomed” as “the center-

piece of deliberative politics” (ibid.). In his much quoted book Die Realität der 

Massenmedien (The Reality of Mass Media) the German sociologist Niklas Luh-

mann (a lifelong academic adversary of Habermas) even went so far to flatly dec-

lare: “What we know about our society, yes, about the world we inhibit, we know 

through the mass media” (1996, 9*). 
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2.2 The Role of the Mass Media 

While Luhmann‟s famous dictum is, obviously, a factual overstatement,6 most 

scholars name the mass media as the most important source of political informa-

tion and the central platform of political discourse. According to political scientist 

Ralph Negrine (1996, 107) the mass media act … 

 

• as an important link between the public, and the opinion of the public and 

the decision-making processes of government;  

• as a key player in the construction or creation of „the public„ and of public 

opinion;  

• as a means by which the public can come to play a direct and indirect part 

in the democratic process. 

 

Along these lines mass media in democratic societies are expected to perform 

different functions (Strohmeier 2004, 71-99): Their primary function is the creation 

of a public sphere as described above. Mass media constitute the public space 

that is the direct basis for their secondary and the indirect basis for their tertiary 

functions. Secondary functions are information and control. As for information the 

mass media “provide a forum for candidates and political parties to debate their 

qualifications for office before a national audience” and “contribute to informed 

citizenship by providing a variety of perspectives on the important issues of the 

day” (Iyengar/McGrady 2007, 19). Furthermore they control and monitor politi-

cians, government agencies and other authorities by serving as “watchdogs”, 

exposing possible mismanagement, abuses of power or corruption, thus holding 

the government accountable to the public. As tertiary functions Strohmeier names 

political socialization and integration by conveying the shared values and rules of 

a society; political education by providing basic knowledge about political institu-

tions and processes; and the formation of public opinion by setting topics, acting 

as gate keepers, and shaping the public debate: “Media not only survey the 

events of the day and make them the focus of public and private attention, they 

                                                

6
 Perhaps it is not even so much of an exaggeration. After a fascinating experiment, the American journalist Bill 

McKibben (1993) had to conclude: “Television is the chief way that most of us partake of the larger world.” 

For his book The age of missing information, McKibben had watched every single hour of programming on 

all 93 TV channels which were available in Fairfax, Virginia on May 3, 1990, and compared these 2,200 

hours of watching television to the experience of spending 24 hours alone on a mountain top (a likewise ar-

tificial setting, of course). Twenty years later the cable service company Comcast alone provided “up to 270 

channels“ to its customers in Northern Virginia (http://comcast.usdirect.com/va-fairfax-comcast-cable.html, 

as of 4.1.2010)  

 

http://comcast.usdirect.com/va-fairfax-comcast-cable.html
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also interpret their meaning, put them into context, and speculate about their 

consequences” (Graber 1997, 10). In a very similar categorization Norris (2000, 

24) connects the central functions of the news media to the main characteristics 

of democratic societies: (1) act as civic forum to enable pluralistic competition, (2) 

act as mobilizing agent to foster public participation, (3) act as watchdog to guard 

civil liberties and political rights.  

 

Conditions for 
Representative  

Democracy 

Pluralistic 
Competition 

Public 
Participation 

Civil Liberties and 
Political Rights 

 

Role of the News Media 

 

 

Civic Forum 

 

Mobilizing Agent 

 

Watchdog 

Performance Indices Availability and balance 
of news in terms of: 

 

• Stopwatch balance 

• Directional balance 

• Agenda balance 

Civic engagement of news 
users in terms of: 

 

• Practical knowledge 

• Political interest 

• Civic activism 

Independence and  
effectiveness of the  
news media in terms of: 

• Abuses of power 

• Public scandals 

• Government failures 
 

     Source: Norris 2000, 24 

        Tab. 1: Standards of Media Performance in Democratic Societies 

 

The importance of the mass media for the political process in modern democra-

cies has significantly increased over time, mainly due to a phenomenon known to 

political scientists as dealignment. It describes “the process by which partisanship 

or loyalty to one party, among the electorate has reduced over the last half cen-

tury” (Lilleker 2006, 66). For many decades voters held strong affective, often 

lifelong attachments to one political party and this was usually heavily influenced 

by social status or class. Voting patterns were very stable, and could be predicted 

and explained to a large extent by a voter‟s profession, religious activity and 

place of residence. A unionized factory worker who lived in a large city was al-

most certain to vote for a socialist or social democratic party, whereas factory 

owners, farmers or small-town entrepreneurs overwhelmingly voted conservative, 

as did those who regularly attended Sunday mass. However, with the erosion of 

traditional class divisions due to modernization, individualization and seculariza-

tion these quasi “natural” political attachments diminished almost completely. 

Over the last few decades, a rising number of voters have begun to change their 

party affiliations from one election to the other. Today, “the rise of the floating 

voter is … a global phenomenon” (ibid.). Yet if citizens do not vote for a party due 
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to tradition or to an affective or ideological attachment, candidates and parties 

have to persuade them before each election anew. Hence, the immense prolife-

ration and professionalization of political communication emerged.  

 

In an influential article Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) identified three successive 

phases or “ages” of political communication in most post-war democracies: The 

First Age, which lasted to the mid-1960s, was characterized by stable social 

structure, firm and long-lasting party identifications, a high level of confidence in 

political and public institutions, and substantive messages by politicians about 

alternative political directions and policies which were readily and extensively 

covered in the mass media and disseminated through party-affiliated organiza-

tions and media. There was a paradox at play though: while the public debate 

was meaningful and elaborate, it had little effect on the voters who still made their 

decisions according to traditional group-based loyalties. The Second Age of polit-

ical communication dawned when nationwide television became the dominant 

medium while the party loyalties of voters increasingly eroded. The traditional TV 

networks in the U.S. and then-dominant public television in most (Western) Euro-

pean countries obliged to an ideal of fair, non-partisan and neutral political cover-

age, thus replacing old-style party propaganda. With TV becoming immensely 

popular, the audience for political communication was considerably enlarged. 

News about political and public affairs could reach a sector of the electorate that 

was previously hard to access. This had a profound effect on the communication 

efforts of political parties and marked the birth of modern political marketing. Ad-

vised by professional consultants, parties adopted an array of tactics to get into 

the news and shape the media agenda. Political events, arguments and even 

candidates were chosen according to the needs of television with its focus on 

pictures, personalities, sound bites and short production cycles. The paradox of 

this Second Age was that at a time when many citizens had become more open-

minded and receptive to different political views, “they were served an emptier 

and less nourishing communications diet” (ibid., 213). The Third Age of political 

communication, beginning in the 1990s, is marked by “the proliferation of the 

main means of communication, media abundance, ubiquity, reach, and celerity” 

(ibid.). Cable and satellite technology, digitization and the deregulation of the 

communications industry led to an explosive multiplication of media outlets; hun-

dreds of 24-hour television channels, thousands of radio stations and above all 

the boundless offerings of the internet. The “news cycle” has tremendously acce-
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lerated and competition between media outlets and journalists is fierce. To politi-

cians “the third-age media system must loom like a hydra-headed beast, the 

many mouths of which are continually clamoring to be fed” (ibid.).  This leads to a 

hugely intensified professionalization of political communication through highly 

specialized experts and consultants; to a reorganization of parties as centralized 

communication platforms, conducting permanent campaigns; the rise of negative 

campaigning; a growing antagonism between politicians and journalists who in-

creasingly resist being used and exploited by political handlers as mere “mes-

sengers” of painstakingly staged and focus-group tested arguments. They react 

with a more judgmental and critical coverage and by focusing on the tactical and 

“horse-race” aspects of political campaigning, thus losing sight of the more subs-

tantive side of policy debates. This trend is reinforced by the soaring commercia-

lization of the media industry. The concentration on profits and market shares 

puts political journalists under great pressure to compete with more easily ac-

cessible and more popular entertainment, adopting story formulas of fiction for-

mats and neglecting complex and “boring” policy issues. As for the audience, the 

third phase of media system means an enormous fragmentation. An almost limit-

less number of media outlets compete for the – naturally limited – attention of 

viewers, listeners, readers and users: “Communicators who wish to inform, per-

suade or simply keep the attention of their auditors must therefore adapt more 

closely than in the past to what ordinary people find interesting, engaging, rele-

vant and accessible” (ibid., 220).  

2.3 The Effects of the Mass Media 

There is an ongoing – and still undecided – academic debate about the effects 

and influences that mass media actually have on their audiences (Norris 2000). 

The assumptions range from the very optimistic (mass media as the ideal venue 

for political education and as an activator for civic engagement) to the very pes-

simistic (promotion of cynicism and political apathy, undermining confidence in 

public institutions). German communication scholar Winfried Schulz has compiled 

all these different hypotheses and theories into the following chart: 
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Influence on citizens 

(micro perspective) 

 

Influence on political 

organizations and systems 

(macro perspective) 

Optimistic 

assumptions 

 

• Political learning from political news 

 

• Formation of political opinions  

  through arguments in the media  

  discourse 

 

• Political socialization by the convey- 

  ance of values and patterns of  

  behavior 

 

• Political activation, promotion of  

  political participation 

 

• Empowering of underprivileged  

  groups of the electorate (e.g. women,  

  minorities) 

 

 

• Extension of channels and formats of  

  political communication 

 

• Formation of a public sphere and 

  public opinion 

 

• Media as intermediaries in the  

  political system 

 

• Selection and definition of political  

  relevant issues (agenda-setting) 

 

• Surveillance of political power,  

  prevention of abuse  

 

Pessimistic 

assumptions 

 

• Decline of political interest and  

  political knowledge, increase of  

  political apathy 

 

• De-ideologization and personalization 

  of voting behavior 

 

• Cultivation of political alienation  

  and malaise, disenchantment with  

  politics 

 

• Mainstreaming of political convic- 

  tions, support of the status quo 

 

• Entertainization and trivialization 

  of political communication 

 

• Emotionalization and personalization 

  of election campaigns 

 

• Fragmentation of the public sphere 

 

• Adaption of political organizations 

  to the logic of media production, 

  mediatization of politics 

 

• Loss of political autonomy,  

  de-authentication of politics 

 

• Growing knowledge gap in society 

Source: Schulz 2009, 105* 

Tab. 2: Assumptions on the Political Effects of Mass Media 

 

Strohmeier (2004) classifies the possible effects of mass media on their au-

diences into three categories: they can have an impact (1) on the knowledge, (2) 

on the attitudes, and (3) on the behavior of the recipients. Studies on mass media 

effects have a long tradition with a huge body of empirical research from which 

very different and even contradictory results and theories have emerged, not 

least because most effects are very complex and difficult to measure. But some 

concepts and hypotheses have been extensively empirically tested and are cur-

rently broadly accepted (Graber 1997, 188-227; Strohmeier 2004, 177-228; Iyen-

gar/McGrady 2007, 207-229): 
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- Uses and gratification theories: this approach contends that media reci-

pients ignore messages that are personally irrelevant to them and unat-

tractively presented. Yet they pay attention to messages they find useful 

and intellectually or emotionally gratifying, if these messages do not con-

sume too much time or effort. Uses and gratifications can be grouped into 

three broad categories (Bennett 2009, 94): (1) curiosity and surveillance, 

(2) entertainment and escape, (3) social and psychological adjustment. 

Doris Graber (1997) has surveyed American media recipients for their 

reasons for paying attention to or avoiding news reports, and her findings 

confirm that personal relevance, emotional appeal and importance are the 

most important qualities of a story.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

                        Source: Graber 1997, 200 (n=453 for reasons of attention; 1,493 for inattention) 

 

              Tab. 3: Reasons for Attention or Inattention to News Stories 

 

- Agenda-setting theories: one of the strongest effects of media coverage is 

its influence on focusing the attention of the audience and selecting the 

issues and topics of public discourse. Extensive media coverage does 

usually guarantee that a topic will be publicly noticed (awareness). If mass 

media assign primary importance to a topic by featuring it in banner head-

lines, cover stories and extensive reports, this topic will usually be seen 

as relevant by the audience as well (salience). Yet the audience will not 

necessarily give the issue the same relative rank of importance (priority), 

and it will also note and appreciate information that is not given prominent 

media coverage: “Audiences follow media guidance but not slavishly” 

(Graber 1997, 201). Agenda-setting effects also vary with the type of top-

ic, media and form of presentation and with the patterns of media use by 

the recipients. However, since the agenda setting-approach was first for-

 

Reasons for attention 

 

% 

 

Reasons for inattention 

 

% 

Personal relevance 

Emotional appeal 

Societal importance 

Interesting story 

Job relevance 

Chance reasons 

Miscellaneous 

26 

20 

19 

15 

12 

1 

7 

 

Missed the story 

No interest 

Too remote 

Too busy 

Doubt media 

Too complex 

Redundant/boring 

Doubt story 

 

47 

28 

10 

6 

3 

3 

2 

1 
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mulated in the early 1970s, the strong influence of media coverage on the 

choice and salience of topics in the public debate has been frequently 

tested and confirmed.  

 

As an extension of the agenda-setting function, two further effects became known 

as framing and priming. Framing refers to the ability of mass media to alter opi-

nions about an issue by emphasizing or de-emphasizing particular aspects of that 

issue. The media interpretation of an event or issue affects the perception of the 

recipients. Priming describes the phenomenon whereby the audience tends to 

judge political actors on the basis of issues and events which it has previously 

followed in the news. It seems that the media exert a certain influence on the 

criteria which voters use to assess politicians and their actions. If, for example, a 

candidate is seen as particularly competent in a certain area such as security 

which is given high priority in the media, this will have a positive effect on the 

evaluation of the candidate by the voters.  

2.4 Does Political Information Matter? 

More controversial is the debate about how much information recipients actually 

gain from following the mass media and how they process this information. In a 

comparative study in 2005, media scholars from California and Switzerland sur-

veyed citizens of the two countries about their knowledge of international politics 

and compared the coverage of foreign affairs in selected media (Bonfadelli/Marr 

2008). They found the respondents from Switzerland to be significantly more 

knowledgeable: for example, 75% could name the U.N. secretary general, 70% 

could name at least two countries which fought alongside the U.S. in Iraq and 

57% knew the principal aims of the Kyoto protocol. In California none of these 

questions was answered correctly by more than 20% of the interviewees. The 

knowledge gap could not be explained by the differences in overall media cover-

age though, as it had been expected by the authors of the study. A frequency 

analysis of the coverage of international topics in Swiss and American media 

showed no significant disparity. The decisive factor explaining the differences in 

knowledge (aside from other factors like the different political and educational 

systems) were the differences in media use. Whereas the Swiss respondents 

primarily read newspapers and watched public television news, the Californians 

mainly watched local TV news. Thus the findings from this study suggest that 



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

22 

political information in the media, if used, does actually increase political know-

ledge. In an interesting comparison of polling results the Pew Research Center 

(2007a) found, that the level of knowledge about politics in the U.S. population 

has remained fairly stable over several decades, despite dramatic changes in the 

media landscape and in audience behavior (often dubbed as the “information 

revolution”). The surprising result: different news sources (like the internet) or 

different news formats (like 24-hour cable news), which were not available 20 

years ago, “are not having a great deal of impact on how much the public knows 

about national or international affairs” (ibid., 1).7 

 

 
                               Source: Pew Research Center 2007a, 1 (n= 1,502) 

 

Tab. 4: Political Knowledge 1989-2007 (U.S.) 

 

However, this survey again found a strong correlation between how much res-

pondents knew and how avidly the followed the news media. In the 2007 polling, 

69% of the most knowledgeable third of the group said they “enjoy keeping up 

with the news a lot”, compared with only 16% of the least informed third of the 

1,502 respondents. Three quarters of those who said they didn‟t follow the news 

regularly (from any news source) fell into the low knowledge third of the group, 

whereas half of those who regularly used news media scored in the high know-

ledge third. But mastering facts about politics alone does not mean much in itself. 

Political information matters if it leads to the forming of opinions and judgments 

                                                

7
 Prior (2007) explains this phenomenon with the uneven distribution of news consumption in a “high choice 

environment”. While fewer “news junkies” follow more news sources than ever, a growing share of “enter-

tainment seekers” is able to use multiple media channels without ever encountering news. 
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as a premise to participate in the public discourse or to take considered voting 

decisions. In a recent elaborate experiment, British scholars provided randomly 

assigned groups of participants with different information about political parties in 

the European Parliament and measured to what extent this new knowledge al-

tered the perception of these parties among the respondents (Tilley/Wlezien 

2008). The main conclusions were that previously well informed participants did 

not profit much from additional knowledge, but those with relatively low levels of 

political sophistication were indeed influenced by extra information and changed 

their party assessments accordingly. These findings are particularly important in 

regard to younger segments of the population, since surveys consistently show 

that young people are the age group that is by far the least knowledgeable about 

political affairs. The Pew Research Center study of 2007(a), for example, found 

56% of 18 to 29-year-olds among the least informed third of respondents, whe-

reas only 22% of 50 to 64-year-olds fell into that group. The opposite picture was 

to be seen among the most knowledgeable third: 15% of the ages 18-29, but 

47% of the 50 to 64-year-olds were in the high knowledge group.  

 

 
Level of Political Knowledge 

   High      Medium       Low 

Total population      35%      31%      34%    

18-29 year-olds 15 29 56 

30-49 35 32 33 

50-64 47 31 22 

65+ 43 29 28 

                              Source: Pew Research Center 2007a, 6 (n=1,502)
8
 

 

    Tab. 5: Political Knowledge by Age Group (U.S.) 

 

Furthermore, the survey found a strong correlation between the level of know-

ledge about political affairs and political engagement: more informed respondents 

                                                

8
 Those who correctly answered 15 or more questions out of 23 were classified as having a High level of know-

ledge. Those who correctly answered 10 to 14 questions were classified as Medium, while those who cor-

rectly answered nine or fewer were classified of having Low levels of knowledge about politics and news 

events. Knowledge levels increase by age group but were a little lower in the oldest demographic group of 

65+ compared to 50-64 year-olds. According to the authors of the study this is likely caused by the very dif-

ferent life circumstances of the two oldest age groups, with many of those 65 and older already retired and 

having to deal with health problems which can diminish the interest or ability to keep up with the news.  
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were not only significantly more likely to regularly follow the news, but also to be 

registered to vote than people who knew less.  

 

Media scholar Pippa Norris (2000) has conducted a wide ranging set of compara-

tive studies in the U.S. and Europe which provide impressive evidence for a 

strong interrelation between news media consumption, political knowledge, inter-

est in politics and civic engagement. Despite elaborate methodological efforts it 

was, unsurprisingly, not possible to establish a direct causality but Norris con-

cludes: “Those most exposed to the news media […] consistently proved more 

knowledgeable, not less; more trusting towards government and the political sys-

tem, not less; and more likely to participate in election campaigns, not less” (Nor-

ris 2000, 314). Other scholars, however, have challenged the importance of fac-

tual information and knowledge, arguing that voters usually rely on so called low-

information rationality when making political decisions. They utilize information 

shortcuts, cues and heuristics, defined as “easily obtained and used forms of 

information that serve as „second-best‟ substitutes for harder-to-obtain kinds of 

data” (Popkin 1994, 44). Such shortcuts can be provided by friends, commenta-

tors in the media, or endorsements; through party loyalties, ideological affiliations, 

and lobby groups; or they can be obtained as a by-product of every-day activities, 

such as planning for retirement, managing a business, or looking for a job. In 

various studies on referendums, Arthur Lupia has shown that citizens who are not 

very well informed on the issues but rely on heuristics (such as endorsements by 

third parties or “trusted advisers”) do not decide differently to citizens who pos-

sess a high level of factual knowledge. Their voting behavior does differ, though, 

from voters who are neither well informed nor use information shortcuts (Lupia 

2001; Lupia/McCubbins 1998). Yet also shortcuts are usually acquired through 

the mass media, if voters do not rely solely on cues such as the advice of per-

sonal friends or party affiliation. Even low-information rationality is not conceiva-

ble without any knowledge. 

2.5 TV as a Source of Political Information 

But which forms of media are used and should be used to acquire information? 

Are they all equal in their capacity to inform and educate about political affairs? 

The results of academic research provide a rather complex and ambivalent pic-

ture. First of all, despite the convergence of technological developments in recent 
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decades, modern media societies can still be clearly distinguished based on their 

use of traditional media. Norris (ibid., 84-89) differentiates between newspaper-

centric societies, which are characterized by extensive reading of the press and 

relatively little attention to TV entertainment (e.g. all the Scandinavian nations 

and many smaller European states like Switzerland, Austria, the Czech Republic, 

or the Netherlands, as well as South Korea), and television-centric countries, 

where newspaper circulation is low and the use of TV entertainment is prevalent 

(the U.S., Mexico, Mediterranean countries like Spain, Greece, Italy and Turkey, 

as well as Poland and Hungary).9 But despite those different patterns in media 

usage, in almost every modern society the majority of people name television as 

their most important source of information about politics. Plasser (2002, 255) has 

compared survey data from 35 different countries and found that in Northern 

America 70% of the respondents rely on TV as their primary source of political 

information, in Latin America the average number is 77%, in Western Europe 

74%, in Eastern and Central Europe 69%, in Australia 69%, and in East Asia 

74%. These data are about ten years old and one could assume that the relev-

ance of news sources could have changed with the proliferation of the internet. 

But a very recent poll in all 27 member states of the EU confirms the pattern (Eu-

ropean Commission 2009):  

 

Which 2 means of getting information about political matters would you prefer? 
 

 

       Source: European Commission 2009: 137 (n=27,718) 

Tab. 6: Preferred Information Media for Political Matters (EU) 

 

Asked about their two favorite sources of political information 67% of the nearly 

30.000 respondents mentioned TV. To the surprise of the researchers even the 

Digital Natives in the youngest age group of 15 to 24-year-olds most frequently 

named television, despite their comparatively strong reliance on the internet.  

                                                

9
 Two particular cases are Portugal, which scores very low on both counts, and Japan with by far the highest 

combined use of newspapers and television. (Norris 2000, 85) 
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Even in typical newspaper-centric societies such as Germany or Austria, TV still 

holds the top position in this ranking of news media, with more than 60% of the 

respondents naming it as one of their preferred sources. A slightly different ques-

tion was asked by the Pew Research Center (2008a) in the U.S.: Where do you 

get most of your national and international news?  

 

                            Source: Pew Research Center 2008a (n=1,489) 

Fig. 1: Most Important News Sources (U.S.) 

 
But it led to a very similar result: a huge majority of 70% named TV, 40% the in-

ternet and 35% newspapers. Yet it was the first time that more people in the gen-

eral population (and not only among the younger demographics) said they relied 

more on the internet than on newspapers. Furthermore, television is the type of 

media that still commands the highest trust among its audience.  

 

 

Which are the 2 information media you trust the most? 
 

 
 

      Source: European Commission 2009: 137 (n=27,718) 

Tab. 7: Most Trusted Media (EU) 
 

Almost two thirds of Europeans call it one of the two most trustworthy media. 

Surprisingly the level of confidence among the youngest group of respondents is 

higher than among the 25 to 54-year-olds. Hence, even in the internet age and 
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despite a dramatic decline in the market shares of traditional evening news 

shows and a sheer endless abundance of entertainment programs, television, of 

all media types, is still the one most highly valued for political information. But 

how effective is it in providing political news and enabling the learning about poli-

tics? Recent empirical evidence is ambiguous.  

 

Doris Graber is one of the most vocal advocates of TV as an eligible source of 

political information. She highlights the potential of visual presentation for a “more 

comprehensive and error-free grasp of information, better recall, and greater 

emotional involvement” (Graber 1996, 85). In her experiments, recall rates for 

audiovisual information were twice as high as for verbal information alone. Gra-

ber stresses that the attractiveness of dramatic visuals enhances learning be-

cause it attracts and holds attention by engaging the viewer‟s emotions; pictures 

add new information (in her research two thirds of the audiovisuals in average 

newscasts “amplify the verbal information or add completely new information”, 

ibid., 91); additional visual cues facilitate the correct interpretation of meanings; 

and finally, TV reaches a wider audience of citizens less interested in politics. But 

despite the huge potential television has, it does miss many opportunities: tradi-

tional political newscasts are too brief to present much information and the me-

thod of presentation generally is not conducive to learning, because most topics 

are presented “in unconnected, decontextualized snippets” (ibid., 93). Yet those 

are not weaknesses which are intrinsic to the medium but instead to certain for-

mats and types of presentation. This argument seems in line with the results of 

the above cited study about the political knowledge of American citizens (Pew 

Research Center 2007a). Of the four audience groups with the highest know-

ledge levels, three were regular viewers of TV shows, albeit not the main network 

newscasts but of satirical comedy shows (Daily Show and Colbert Report), the  

Newshour with Jim Lehrer on PBS (which is twice as long as the network news-

casts), and the political talk show O‟Reilly Factor. The comedy shows had the 

most knowledgeable audience ahead of websites of major newspapers and the 

two other TV shows (I will discuss this further in Chapter 4).  

 

Norris‟ research on the relationship between media use and different indicators of 

political knowledge exposed a slightly different pattern: after controlling for factors 

like education, age, gender, income, and willingness to engage in political dis-

cussion, internet users showed again the highest level of information. Yet the 
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second strongest predictor of political knowledge was the regular use of network 

television news. According to Norris (2000, 286) “studies are suggesting that tel-

evision news does provide American voters with important information about poli-

tics”. Through multivariate regressions of comprehensive data about the spread 

of TV, political knowledge levels, and political participation in the U.S., the politi-

cal scientist Markus Prior (2007) shows that the introduction of television has 

indeed considerably increased political knowledge and voter turnout among less-

er educated segments of the population (ibid., 74-87. There is no comparable 

effect for the better educated). Prior argues that for viewers with low levels of 

political knowledge even casual or accidental consumption of TV news has a 

positive effect: “Broadcast viewers are likely to learn about politics even in the 

absence of strong intrinsic political interest. Even those who would prefer to 

watch entertainment programs acquire at least basic political knowledge in pass-

ing if they happen to turn on their television at a time when only news is on” (ibid., 

45). According to Prior‟s model of Conditional Political Learning knowledge is not 

necessarily acquired intentionally but also as a “by-product” when “political infor-

mation is presented as part of an activity that offers payoffs from entertainment” 

(ibid., 31). By presenting information in less cognitively demanding ways televi-

sion news in principle is able to reduce differences in political knowledge between 

less and better educated citizens. However, these effects depend on the actual 

consumption of political information on TV, which has been decreasing with the 

constantly growing choice of fiction and entertainment programming. The same 

conclusion is drawn by Robert Putnam in his seminal book Bowling Alone: Track-

ing comprehensive data on media consumption and different forms of civic en-

gagement over several decades, Putnam concludes that regularly watching TV 

news and reading newspapers are highly correlated, yet even those Americans 

“who rely solely on TV news … are nevertheless more civic than most other 

Americans” (2000, 220). The overall audience of television news, however, has 

been shrinking dramatically since the early 1980s, from more than 60% of adults 

to less than 30% (I will examine these numbers in detail in Chapter 3). 

 

In a very different media environment (with a much stronger public television sec-

tor), Schmitt-Beck and Mackenrodt (2009) surveyed more than 2,000 German 

voters before the parliamentary elections of 2005. The most used media sources 

during the last six weeks of the election campaign were the evening newscasts 

on public television ahead of news shows on commercial TV and political talk 
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shows, thus confirming “the leading role of television as source of political infor-

mation” (ibid., 441*). Furthermore, the researchers detected an interesting mobi-

lizing effect: For respondents with a self declared high interest in politics, elabo-

rate regression analysis showed an almost perfect and very stable correlation 

between the use of newscasts on public TV and intended voter turnout. But for 

viewers of news on public TV with a low interest in politics, the analysis showed 

over the course of the election campaign a remarkably strong increase in their 

intension to vote. A very similar effect was established for regular readers of qual-

ity newspapers, but not for the audience of the very popular tabloid Bild (ibid., 

431). Tenscher (2009), in contrast, is quite skeptical about any mobilizing efforts 

of TV. His analysis of Eurobarometer data from 25 European countries exposed 

positive effects for regular newspaper readers but not for television viewers or 

radio listeners. On the other hand, he could not find any cues for demobilizing 

effects either, concluding that in sharp contrast to the popular video malaise-

hypothesis, political information on TV has no negative effects on the confidence 

of voters in political institutions. 

 

Maurer (2009) argues that television‟s capacity as a source of political informa-

tion is overestimated. He calls TV a “multifunctional all-round medium” which is 

primarily used for entertainment. Measuring the total range of national programs 

on German TV (which has two very popular public broadcasting networks) Maur-

er points out that only 3% of all programming (barely 6 out of 192 hours per day) 

can be regarded as political information. In addition, most of these six hours are 

not followed by very large audiences with the exception of the main evening 

newscasts on public TV, and they are watched mostly by habit. Therefore, “the 

qualities of TV as a source of information are clearly limited” (ibid., 148*). Some 

segments of the audience, especially younger viewers, employ an outright “strat-

egy of avoidance” and deliberately seek only fiction and entertainment program-

ming. Maurer‟s findings are consistent with a recent analysis drawing on electron-

ically measured audience research data (Gerhards/Klingler 2009), which found 

that although on an average day of 2008 one fifth of all TV viewers in Germany 

“had contact” with at least one informational program covering politics, econom-

ics, or history, this amounted to only 3% of total daily TV consumption. The aver-

age age of the viewers who watched one of those informational programs was 58 

years, compared to 51 for the general TV audience (ibid., 669).  
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2.6 Avoidance of Political Information 

In examining the television viewing habits of Americans, Prior (2007) identified a 

large segment of the audience that does indeed avoid news programs. They are 

either explicit entertainment seekers who turn on their TV sets exclusively to 

watch entertainment (10%), or so called switchers (34%) who consume news as 

long as there is no program alternative, yet switch to entertainment as soon as it 

is offered (ibid., 42). Three percent of the respondents in his survey disliked news 

explicitly, exactly 50% were indifferent (not ranking news as one of their four most 

preferred out of ten genres of TV programs), and 5% rated news as their most 

preferred genre (ibid., 105). According to Prior, the so-called Relative Entertain-

ment Preference of TV viewers determines to a large extent their consumption of 

political information and their likelihood to vote. With the constantly increasing 

media choice over the last decades, those who prefer entertainment and fiction 

programming have increasingly turned away from political news.  

 

In a Pew Research survey of 2008, 15% of the 3,600 respondents said they en-

joyed “keeping up with the news” not much or not at all. Yet the lack of interest for 

news was highly correlated to age: among 18 to 24-year-olds the number was 

26%, among those older than 50 only 10% (ibid., 31). In total the study classifies 

14% of the adult population in the U.S. as disengaged, meaning that they “don‟t 

follow any local, national, international, or business and finance news”. The Dis-

engaged are younger, less educated and less affluent than average and almost 

two thirds of them are female (ibid., 45). Still, a number of only 14% who don‟t 

follow the news seems surprisingly low, at least compared to survey results from 

Europe. There is no reason to assume that the eschewal of political information 

should be several times higher in Western Europe than in the U.S.; however, 

according to an extensive research project from the mid-1990s (Massenkommu-

nikationsstudie V – cited by Werlberger 2008, 24) about 40% of adults in Germa-

ny consistently avoid political information in all media channels. Werlberger her-

self surveyed a sample of 501 Austrian citizens and 30% of them said they had 

no or almost no interest in political information. Again, interest was especially low 

with younger (15 to 29 years) and with female respondents. Furthermore, infor-

mation avoiders tend to live in households with two or more children and predo-

minantly in rural areas.  
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The main reasons stated by the “avoiders” – and confirmed by in-depth inter-

views – were: a perceived lack of influence (“I can‟t do anything about it anyway.” 

“Politicians are not interested in the problems of the „man on the street‟.”), lack of 

relation (“This has nothing to do with my life.”), lack of knowledge (“I don‟t under-

stand it anyway.”), and lack of trust (“Politicians only care about themselves.” 

“Politicians are all crooks.” “The only thing they do is fight with each other.”) (ibid., 

98-101*). Not surprisingly, information avoiders have a very skeptical view of the 

media. More than two thirds of the respondents think that media coverage in 

general is too negative (86% of 15 to 29-year-olds). Three quarters say the media 

are not credible enough. A stunning 78% believe that the media “often invent or 

provoke conflicts” (with 57% agreeing fully with this statement). 58% are not in-

terested in party politics. Almost half of the surveyed information avoiders agree 

fully or somewhat with the statement “political topics are boring”. Just as many 

regard political coverage as not personally relevant. Nearly half of the respon-

dents complained about the complexity and the media‟s focus on details. 

 

Do you agree with the following statement? 
Agree fully  

% 
Agree      

somewhat  
% 

The political coverage in the media is too negative. 31 40 

The political coverage in the media is not credible. 27 48 

The topics that are covered are not important to me personally. 25 23 

It bothers me that the media often invent or provoke conflicts. 57 21 

The political coverage is too complicated. 19 30 

The political coverage contains too many details. 15 26 

I am not interested in news reports on party politics. 33 25 

The political topics are boring. 18 31 

For me following the news depends on the topics. 52 24 

         Source: Werlberger 2008, 109-132* (n=501) 

Tab. 8: Information Avoiders and their Perception of Political News 

 

However, 76% of the avoiders agree somewhat or fully with the statement: “For 

me following the news depends on the topics.” Hence, Werlberger sees a poten-

tial of about three quarters of avoiders who are basically open to political informa-

tion as long as they perceive it as newsworthy and as personally relevant (ibid., 

109-132). Yet, not only people who actively avoid political information have a 
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critical view of the media. The Pew Research Center (2007b) has been tracking 

public attitudes towards the media in the U.S. over the last few decades and re-

ports a steady decline in favorable opinions.  

 

 
                                           Source: Pew Research Center 2007b (n 2007=1,503)  
 

Tab. 9: Perceptions of the News Media (U.S.) 

 

53% of the public believe that news stories are “often inaccurate”, just 39% think 

that the media usually “get the facts straight”. This result is almost exactly reverse 

to the public perception about twenty years earlier. And even though a plurality 

still agree that the media “protect democracy”, it is the smallest plurality since 

Pew Research started to ask that question. More than a third of the public even 

believe the media “hurt democracy”.  

2.7 Too Much Information? 

In 1989, the American author and “information architect” Richard Wurman pub-

lished a book called Information Anxiety with a famous, since often cited compar-

ison: “A weekday edition of The New York Times contains more information than 

the average person was likely to come across in a lifetime in seventeenth-century 

England” (Wurman 1989, 32). The author did not say how he might have meas-

ured the information consumption of an average person who lived more than 300 

years ago, but the empirical evidence for the dramatic rise in the amount of in-

formation available for everybody is abundant.  
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In 2008 in Germany alone, 135 daily newspapers were published, 1,482 periodi-

cal magazines and 94,276 different books; 436 new movies were released in 

4,639 cinemas; 3,508 DVD stores made a turnover of 1.55 billion Euros; almost 

31 million people attended the 115,224 performances in theaters, concert halls 

and at festivals; about 158 million CDs, LPs, singles and MCs were sold. In 2009 

more than 97% of all households in Germany possessed at least one television 

set, 98% had radios, 84% a DVD device, 61% a desktop and 39% a laptop com-

puter, and 72% a hard-wired internet connection (MediaPerspektiven 2009, 45-

61). In 2005 (latest data available) an average German adult spent 600 minutes 

(exactly ten hours) per day consuming different media, up from 351 minutes per 

day only 20 years earlier (MediaPerspektiven 2008, 65). This figure is probably 

even higher today, for latest research shows that internet use in Germany rose by 

24 minutes per day from 2005 to 2009, whereas TV consumption simultaneously 

fell by only 3 minutes, showing a combined net increase of 21 minutes per day for 

those two media (MediaPerspektiven 2009, 77. – Data of 2009 for other types of 

media were not available). 

 

I am using … 
Television 

% 

Radio 

% 

Newspaper 

% 

Internet 

% 

… to be able to join in a conversation 
I 
N 
F 
O 
R 
M 
A 
T 
I 
O 
N 

75 45 56 24 

… to get food for thought 71 46 52 31 

… because I want to be informed 69 41 59 30 

… because it helps me to get along 66 51 55 27 

… because it‟s fun 
 
 
 

E 
S 
C 
A 
P 
I 
S 
M 

85 62 22 31 

… because I can relax 88 77 21 13 

… because I don‟t feel alone 86 75 18 18 

… because it helps to get away from it all 88 72 19 19 

… because I am used to it 78 67 40 14 

   Source: MediaPerspektiven 2008, 66* (latest data available for 2005) 

Tab. 10: Reasons for Media Use (Germany) 

 

The main reasons cited for the use of the traditional mass media and the internet 

were quite different depending on the type of media. Figures are generally higher 

for the most popular medium, i.e. television, which is consumed by almost 90% 

for some sort of escapism and relaxation, although around 70% use it to seek 

information and to stay up-to-date. The study found a stark difference, though, in 

the motives to watch public TV or commercial television channels (not shown in 
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the chart above). While 72% of the respondents claim to watch public television 

to be informed and 58% for “food for thought”, the respective numbers for com-

mercial TV are 21% and 31% respectively. Whereas more than 60% say they 

watch commercial TV to relax and because it‟s fun, less than 30% name this as a 

motive to watch public TV. Information seeking is the main motive to read news-

papers, even though the numbers are lower than for TV. Radio seems to be pri-

marily a medium to relax while the internet was rather used for information pur-

poses, even though in 2005 internet usage in general was not yet as widespread 

as it is today.  

 

In two seminal articles about Digital Natives Marc Prensky estimated in 2001 that 

American youth have played over 10,000 hours of video games, sent and re-

ceived over 200.000 emails, talked for over 10,000 hours on digital cell phones, 

watched over 20,000 hours of TV with over 500,000 commercials, and read at the 

very most 5,000 books (Prensky 2001b, 1). According to a recent study on infor-

mation consumption in the U.S. (Bohn/ Short 2009) an average American citizen 

spends 11.8 hours per day consuming 100,500 words and 34 gigabytes of data, 

thus bringing the total information consumption in the U.S. in 2008 to 10,845 tril-

lion words and 3.6 zettabytes, not surprisingly an all-time high. A zettabyte is 1021 

bytes or a million million gigabytes. Time spent on consuming information has 

increased by an average rate of 2.6% per year since 1980, whereas the amount 

of data has increased more than twice as fast, by an annual rate of 5.4%.  

 

           

   Source: Bohn/Short 2009: 12 

Fig.  2: Sources of Information in the Digital Age 

 

An average American spent 60% more time on consuming media in 2008 than in 

1980, receiving 450% more data and 140% more words from a wide range of 
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information sources. More than half of the 34 gigabytes consumed daily are spent 

playing computer and video games which generate huge streams of data but 

account for less than 10% of the time spent. About five times as many hours 

(41% of total information time) are spent watching television. Yet despite the con-

tinuing popularity of TV and the proliferation of so many new sources of informa-

tion, time used for reading tripled from 1980 to 2008, because it is the primary 

mode of receiving words on the internet. 

 

 

                     Source: Bohn/Short 2009, 11 

 

  Fig.  3: Daily Hours of Information Consumption in the U.S. 
 
 

The authors concede, though, that it is actually very hard to measure and com-

pare information, and illustrate this with a comparison of Abraham Lincoln‟s Get-

tysburg Address to an average episode of a popular TV series. The famous 

speech of 1863 took roughly two and a half minutes to deliver and contains 244 

words or 1,293 bytes of text to read. In contrast, an episode of the TV series He-

roes runs 44 minutes in length (without commercials) and occupies about 10 gi-

gabytes of digital storage; after digital compression for broadcasting, a TV 

household receives roughly 500 megabytes of information, still in numbers more 

than 400,000 times the amount of data contained in the Gettysburg Address. The 

researchers rightly conclude: “The pure volume of information does not necessar-

ily determine its value or impact” (ibid., 15). 

 

According to the study an average American spends nearly three hours a day in 

front of a computer, not including time at work. These three hours are used for 

reading and writing e-mails, web-browsing, spending time on social networks, 

watching online-videos and playing computer games – all types of very attention-
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demanding media that did not exist thirty years ago. One third of the time spent 

on the internet, for example, is used for e-mail correspondence. An average user 

can process 30 to 60 emails per hour, involving a sequence of read, respond, 

assign, delay or delete actions for each message (ibid., 20). In 2002, researchers 

studied the e-mail history of a 24-year-old college graduate in the U.S. and found, 

that within five years he had sent and received 80,941 messages to and from 

15,537 different people (Jackson 2008, 55). In 2009, a poll of more than 2,000 

American adults showed that the average time spent on the internet excluding 

time spent on e-mail correspondence is 13 hours per week or nearly two hours 

per day: almost twice as much as 2002. 82% of all adults in the U.S. use a com-

puter at home, at work or at school and 98% of the computer users are online 

(Harris Interactive 2009). Four fifths of those watch videos on the web. In No-

vember 2009 alone Americans watched 31 billion (!) online-videos, an increase of 

almost 100% within only six months (Comscore 2010). Almost half of all Ameri-

can internet users are active on Facebook, the most popular social network. The 

number of users in the U.S. rose by a stunning 171% to more than 80 million 

within one year from August 2008 to 2009 (O‟Reilly Research 2009). According to 

Facebook‟s own statistics, its more than 400 million users worldwide (as of March 

2010) spend on average 55 minutes per day on the site and have 130 “friends” 

each. Every month more than 1.8 billion status updates and 3 billion photos are 

posted on Facebook alone (Facebook 2010), not taking into consideration other 

social networks or immensely popular file sharing sites such as YouTube, Flickr, 

or the very rapidly growing micro-blogging service Twitter. Whereas up to the 

early 1990s interactive communication through media was possible almost exclu-

sively via landline telephone connections, it is estimated that currently roughly 

one third of all verbal information, and 55% of data bytes are received interactive-

ly – an “overwhelming transformation” of our habits to communicate and stay 

informed (Bohn/Short 2009, 28). 

 

How does this affect information about politics? Of course, the internet provides 

limitless space for and easy access to political actors, enabling them to present 

themselves and to communicate directly with voters. Every major news outlet has 

a – usually very sophisticated – web presence and monetary information costs for 

users are very low (if they already possess a computer and have an internet con-

nection). Yet research still warns against an overly optimistic assessment of the 

web‟s potential as a source of political knowledge: “Expectations that by means 
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of the internet the information society will simultaneously become a (better) in-

formed society have to be extenuated” (Marr 2006, 280*). According to a recent 

study from Germany 71% of onliners (i.e. people who are “at least occasionally 

online”) still turn to television to get information about current events; only 33% 

use the internet for that purpose, even though the number is rising fast, up from 

24% in 2008 (van Eimeren/Frees 2009, 342). However, the information found on 

the web overwhelmingly originates from traditional media like newspapers and 

TV, as latest research has shown. A comprehensive study of the total output of 

all 53 local news outlets in the area of Baltimore in the U.S. showed, that 95% (!) 

of all coverage containing new information came from newspapers, local TV or 

other traditional media source: only 5% were originally reported by online media 

(Journalism.org 2010). Of course the news was disseminated widely over the 

internet, not least through the websites of traditional media organizations. Anoth-

er aspect is stressed by Swiss media scholar Otfried Jarren (2009*), who argues 

that in contrast to the pull medium internet, only traditional media as push media 

have the capacity “to structure the information behavior of a majority of recipients 

in a specific manner”. Modern societies need “intermediary entities” to facilitate 

meaningful public communication. And only mass media as specialized “social 

institutions” command the specific technical and professional capabilities, the 

scope of audience and the trust of the recipients to fulfill this essential function.  

2.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have examined the role of political information as an essential 

constituent of the democratic process. I have outlined the different normative 

concepts of the main traditions in democracy theory and shown that, despite their 

many differences, they all regard information as a conditio sine qua non for 

enabling citizens to form justifiable political opinions, make decisions, and partici-

pate actively in the public sphere. The public sphere encompasses three levels: 

personal encounters, assemblies and the mass media. I have explained how the 

importance of political communication has grown over the last few decades due 

to a general dealignment process of weakening ideological attachments among 

the electorate, declining party loyalties, and changing voting patterns that can be 

witnessed in all modern democracies. In the process of political communication 

the mass media act as a functional link between the public and the political actors 

by creating a venue for public discourse. The media provide facts, perspectives, 
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and opinions on important issues and actors; they select, interpret, and contex-

tualize, thus structuring the public debate; they monitor and thereby control politi-

cal authorities; they facilitate political education, socialization, and integration. 

However, the ideal of an all-informed citizen, which emerged in the late 19th cen-

tury, is difficult to reconcile with democratic reality. As Anthony Downs has shown 

it would be even irrational for a citizen to try to acquire perfect political know-

ledge, for information costs are too high. In real life political information cannot 

and does not have to be all-embracing or encyclopedic. Instead we can refer to 

concepts such as practical knowledge (Norris) or monitorial citizenship (Schud-

son), which do not demand citizens to be perfectly, yet just “sufficiently” informed 

to estimate the probable consequences of their decisions and to identify danger 

to their personal and the public good.  

 

According to the O-M-A framework (Delli Carpini and Keeter) acquiring know-

ledge about politics, as with any learning, requires opportunities, abilities and 

motivations. While motivation and ability are intrinsic and personal, opportunities 

are primarily constituted by the (media) environment which has dramatically 

changed over the last few decades, due to fundamental technological, economic 

and political transformations. The media landscape at the beginning of the 21st 

century is characterized by an abundance of media outlets, either traditional 

(newspapers, magazines, books, radio, television) or new (digital media, internet, 

mobile) and a tremendous information overload. In 2009 the average American 

spent 11.8 hours per day consuming information. The media usage of Germans 

is estimated at more than 10 hours per day, and with the proliferation of the inter-

net and explosive growth of time-consuming social networking sites these figures 

will continue to rise. 

 

I have shown that mass media can indeed have effects on the knowledge, the 

attitudes, and the behavior of the recipients, although the nature and extent of 

these effects is not undisputed. While optimists assume that political news 

enables recipients to learn and form opinions about politics, conveys values, em-

powers disenfranchised segments of the electorate, and promotes political partic-

ipation, pessimists warn against a mediatization, de-ideologization and personali-

zation of politics, which could lead to a decline in political interest and a rise of 

political apathy, alienation, and cynicism. Many studies, though, have demon-

strated a strong correlation between news consumption, political knowledge, and 
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engagement (Norris‟ virtuous circle). Yet any additional information shows its 

strongest effects among citizens who have comparatively low levels of political 

knowledge while previously well informed participants seem not to profit much. 

 

Despite the fast growing importance of the internet, the most widely used media 

channel for political information in modern media societies is still television. Sev-

eral surveys show that usually more than 60 percent of respondents rank TV as 

their primary source of information and as particularly trustworthy. However, re-

search on television‟s capacity to enable political learning is ambiguous. While 

some studies indicate that newspapers and the internet are better suited for the 

understanding of politics, others suggest that the combination of visual and ver-

bal information and the emotional aspect of TV enhance learning and facilitate 

the comprehension of abstract subjects. Furthermore, television reaches a wider 

audience of citizens less interested  in politics than any other medium, and there 

is evidence that basic political knowledge can even be acquired unintentionally 

as a by-product (Downs; Prior) of television viewing. Yet the essential premise for 

any learning is the actual consumption of some kind of information, even when 

only used as heuristics and cues instead of extensive fact-gathering. According to 

various studies, between 15 and 40 percent of the adult population in countries 

such as Germany or the U.S. do not regularly follow political news. And all re-

search shows that the avoidance of political information is particularly high 

among the youngest segments of the electorate, which, at the same time, pos-

sess on average the lowest level of political knowledge.  

 

In the following chapter I will examine in detail the media habits of the Genera-

tions X and Y, as they are frequently called. I will review a wide range of very 

recent surveys, studies, and analyses, several of them conducted by consulting 

firms or for internal use and not publicly available. Ultimately, the following chap-

ter aspires to provide a comprehensive account of how young people at the be-

ginning of 2010 use mass media and acquire political information, with a special 

focus on television. 
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3. Young People, Mass Media, and Political News 

3.1 Teenagers and Media 

In July 2009, the investment bank Morgan Stanley published a report that caused 

a media frenzy around the world: Media & Internet. How Teenagers Consume 

Media was just four pages long, and its author Matthew Robson, a summer intern 

at Morgan Stanley‟s London office, a mere 15 years old. Yet the bank called his 

report “one of the clearest and most thought provoking insights we have seen” 

(Morgan Stanley 2009, 1). According to Robson, who claims to depict the collec-

tive wisdom of about three hundred peers in his circle of friends, school mates, 

and acquaintances (Pavia/Kishtwari 2009), teenagers still do watch TV a lot, but 

solely for entertainment purposes. Most use YouTube to watch videos, and web 

services such as the BBC iPlayer, which allow for not time-bound TV-watching, 

are becoming increasingly popular. Teenagers do not listen to radio on a regular 

basis, since they can get music online for free. Print media seem to be irrelevant 

in any case: “No teenager that I know of regularly reads a newspaper, as most do 

not have the time and cannot be bothered to read pages and pages of text while 

they could watch the news summarised on the internet or on TV” (Morgan Stan-

ley 2009, 2).  Every teenager has access to the internet, which is used mainly for 

communication through social networking sites (Facebook being the most popu-

lar) and as a source of information mainly via Google. Teenagers listen to a lot of 

music but “are very reluctant to pay for it” (ibid. 3, orig. emphasis), go to the ci-

nema quite often, particularly when they are under 15, play computer games on-

line or on game consoles (but not on PCs), and enjoy viral marketing (when it‟s 

humorous). According to the 15-year-old author his peers are extremely price 

sensitive and much of their media habits seem to be influenced by the usual lack 

of disposable income at this age.   

 

Matthew Robson‟s account was widely reported in the media, even though Mor-

gan Stanley had to concede that it could not claim representation or statistical 

accuracy. A few weeks later, the British research firm Forrester released the re-

sults of an online-survey of 1,400 teens, aged 12 to 17, in seven major European 
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countries.10 The explicit aim of the study was to substantiate the many different 

assumptions on the media behavior of teenagers with more robust statistical da-

ta, and to compare them with the media patterns of older demographics (Forre-

ster Research 2009; all the following data is from this study).11 Its major findings: 

Teenagers watch more TV than Matthew Robson assumes. With more than ten 

hours viewing time (in a “typical week”) it still is the medium that takes up the 

biggest share of 12 to 17-year-old‟s media consumption: “TV is still the primary 

media channel for European teens.” conclude the authors. “The death of TV has 

been greatly exaggerated” (ibid., 2). 

 

 

      Source: Forrester Research 2009, 3 

Fig.  4: Media Consumption of Teenagers (Europe) 

 

According to this survey, the second most used medium among European teens 

is the internet, followed by computer and console based games, videos and 

DVDs, and radio. However, the study found significant country-level differences. 

For example, on a typical day between 5 and 8 p.m. (the peak time of teen‟s me-

dia consumption throughout Europe) three quarters of all British teens watch TV, 

compared to only one third in Spain. According to this study, teenagers watch 

less TV, use the internet less (!), and listen to the radio less than Europeans who 

are older than 18. Instead teens spend more time playing on PCs or consoles 

and watching videos. More than half of the teenagers use the internet to watch 

user-generated content at least once a week (mostly on YouTube). Unfortunately 

the study did not survey the use of print media. 

                                                

10
 France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the UK. 
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               Source: Forrester Research 2009, 4 

Fig.  5: Online Activities of Teenagers (Europe) 

 

41% of the respondents visit a social networking site at least once a week (Face-

book is dominant here) – a surprisingly low number which does not correspond 

with other studies, as we will see later on. About one in three reads blogs at least 

once a week, and one in five claims to maintain a blog. All these numbers are 

considerably higher for 12 to 17-year-olds than for the rest of the population in 

the seven surveyed countries, even though the total amount of internet usage 

was found to be lower for this young user segment than for users over 18. While 

youngsters are online, they usually do something else as well. Multitasking is the 

dominant modus operandi of teenagers using media: only 9% say they never do 

anything else while online. They listen to music, watch TV, use their mobile 

phones, or eat. And they like to talk to their friends about the content on TV or on 

the web. Thus the authors of the study recommend to anybody who wants to 

reach teenagers via media: “Create multi-platform content experiences” (ibid., 7). 

In contrast to the report of 15-year-old Matthew Robson, the Forrester study had 

an empirical base of more than one and statistical relevance. However, surveying 

1,400 teenagers in seven different countries leads to rather general (and some-

times even contradicting) conclusions. Thus, it seemed interesting to review sev-

eral country-specific studies with larger samples of respondents and more de-

tailed (and probably more reliable) results.  

 

                                                                                                                                 

11
 The study itself is not in the public domain (only an Executive Summary – see Bibliography) but is sold by 

Forrester Research, Inc. for US $ 499. The complete report was generously made available to the author for 

the sole purpose of being used for this thesis.   
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Every year since 1998, the so-called JIM study is published in Germany, Eu-

rope‟s biggest media market.12 For its latest installment of 2009, 1,200 teens, 

aged 12 to 19, were interviewed by telephone. This was followed up by in-depth 

interviews with 102 of the respondents, thus providing a comprehensive assess-

ment of the media equipment of Germany‟s seven million teenagers, as well as 

their media usage and habits (all following data is from this study if not indicated 

otherwise).  
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Fig.  6: Media Equipment of Households with Teenagers (Germany) 

 

German households with teenage kids are extremely well equipped. More than 

95% possess PCs or laptops, mobile phones, TV sets and internet access. Digital 

cameras, MP3 devices and DVD players are also prevalent. An average house-

hold owns 3.9 mobile phones, 2.6 computers or laptops, 2.4 TV sets, and 1.6 

internet access points. While TV and radio sets were already available in 100% of 

households when the first JIM-Study was conducted in 1998, the increase in the 

availability of mobile phones (from 47% to 100%), computers and laptops (from 

78% to 100%), and internet access (from 65% in 2001 to 98%) have been 

enormous.13  Television and internet are the two most used media among Ger-

man teenagers. 90% watch TV or go online daily or several times a week. Almost 

as many use their mobile phone regularly (79% do it daily – for talking and text-

                                                

12
 JIM stands for Jugend, Information, (Multi-)Media (Youth, Information, Multimedia). 

13
 For data from earlier JIM-Studies see Klingler 2008. 
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ing; mobile internet surfing or checking e-mails via phone is not very common for 

teenagers, mainly due to the cost), and listen to music on their MP3 players. 

Combined with radio, music CDs and tapes, music listening is the most popular 

leisure time activity of teenagers. 42% claim to read a newspaper at least several 

times a week and 29% read print magazines, while visiting the websites of maga-

zines and newspapers is not very popular.  
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Fig. 7: Recreational Media Usage of Teenagers (Germany) 
 
 

Boys and girls show different patterns of media usage, with male teenagers play-

ing PC and console games to a much larger extent, while female teenagers read 

significantly more books (and also take digital photos, use their mobile phones, 

and watch TV more often). Asked about the importance of different media, nine 

out of ten name music (on different devices) and the internet, seven out of ten 

mobile phones and television (live or time-shifted). Five out of ten say it is impor-

tant to read a newspaper (print or online). On an average day, according to their 

own assessments, German teenagers watch 137 minutes of TV. This is a very 

interesting number, for it is a gross overestimation. TV usage in Germany is 

measured electronically (and therefore independent of self-reporting) by GfK-
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Fernsehforschung, and according to its latest data viewers aged 12 to 19 watch 

exactly 98 minutes daily on average. The authors of the study take this consider-

able over-assessment (by 40%) as evidence for the high relevance attributed to 

TV. Even though Germany has a very strong public broadcasting sector (with a 

combined market share of almost 40% in the overall audience; MediaPerspekti-

ven 2009, 69), public TV seems to play almost no role in the life of teenagers. 

Asked for their favorite TV channels, 45% name the strictly entertainment-

focused and youth-oriented Pro7, 30% name other commercial channels such as 

RTL, SAT1, MTV, Nick (a children‟s channel), Viva, RTL2 and SuperRTL. Less 

than 3% name the public ARD, while mentions of ZDF were obviously so rare 

that they were not even included in the survey report. Almost two thirds of the 

surveyed teenagers like that content is presented to them on TV and must not be 

searched for actively. Yet about the same number of respondents say they would 

watch more television if they could determine broadcasting times.  

 

In 2009, 18 out of 20 German teens went online at least several times a week, 

compared to one in twenty eleven years earlier, when the first JIM-Study was 

conducted and the internet was still in its infancy. 95% use it at least sometimes. 

No other medium has seen such a dramatic increase in usage and relevance. For 

teenagers the internet is primarily a means of communication: Around 70% use 

instant-messaging services such as ICQ or MSN several times a week and visit 

social networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace (or the very popular German 

sites StudiVZ and SchülerVZ) where they have on average 144 “friends”. 55% 

use the internet regularly for e-mail correspondence. Thus the JIM-Study finds 

many more teens active on social networks than the above-cited Forrester survey 

of European teens (70% vs. 41%), but many less engaged in other web 2.0-

activities. According to JIM, for example, only 8% of German teens regularly read 

blogs (Forrester Resarch: 30%), and only 4% maintain a blog (20%).14 If youths, 

who visit social network sites at least sometimes, are taken into account, the 

number of users increases to 85%. Only 15% of German teens do not participate 

in any online community. Almost half of the time spent online is used for commu-

nication, followed by entertainment (music, videos, photos) and gaming which 

                                                

14
 Forrester Research has not published country-specific data but it can be assumed that JIM‟s sample of 1,200 

respondents for Germany alone should provide a more accurate assessment for the situation in this country 

than Forrester‟s sample of 1,400 throughout Europe. The Forrester study was reviewed despite its presum-

ably raw results because it was the only recent cross-national survey among European teens available. 
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account for another 40%, while 14% are spent on information seeking. To get 

informed online primarily means using search engines like Google or looking 

something up on Wikipedia. Only one out of ten teenagers regularly visits the 

website of a newspaper or a print magazine and a mere 6% use the websites of 

TV broadcasters, while ten times as many visit video portals like YouTube (main-

ly to listen to music). Yet the authors conclude that the internet is no direct substi-

tute for TV: “Different content is used online than on television. So far much indi-

cates that both media complement each other” (JIM 2009, 29). The transforma-

tion of the media landscape, propelled by the proliferation of the internet, has 

had, however, a profound effect on the usage of print media among youngsters. 

Whereas the consumption of TV and radio has decreased only slightly since 

1998, reading newspapers fell by 16 and of print magazines by 20 percentage 

points to a historic low (while there was no significant change in the usage of 

books). We will encounter this pattern again in studies from other countries, albeit 

at an even lower level than in Germany, which still is one of the most newspaper-

centric countries worldwide.  

 

Very similar findings were reported in a recent elaborate online survey of 1,200 

media users aged 12 to 24 in neighboring Austria (which is also German speak-

ing and where most German TV channels are available on cable TV in almost 

every household). What makes this study particularly interesting is the compari-

son of results between teenagers (12-19) and young adults (20-24) and respec-

tive data for the total population (GfK 2009a). 

 

“This medium is very important for me …” 
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The data show that internet, mobile phones and TV are particularly important to 

teenagers, much more than to the average population, while newspapers are not 

very relevant to the youngest demographic. Only 22% of teenagers name news-

papers as “very important” compared to 36% of young adults and 48% in the 

overall population. Interestingly, the importance of television is lowest for young 

adults (probably due to other leisure time activities such as going out more often). 

Though music is particularly popular among young people, radio is not as rele-

vant to them as to the overall population (which can be explained by the prolifera-

tion of MP3 players and online music consumption). According to another GfK 

online survey (2009b15) of October 2009, a stunning 100% of all 14 to 19-year-old 

respondents in Austria use social network sites on the internet (20-29 years: 

94%, 30-39: 70%) and 75% regularly visit YouTube.16  

 

A very comprehensive study similar to JIM was conducted in the U.S. from Octo-

ber 2008 to May 2009 by the Kaiser Family Foundation (2009). A total of 2,000 

American 3rd to 12th grade students aged 8 to 18 were interviewed and a sub-

sample of 700 kept seven-day media use diaries.17 Since it was already the third 

wave of a series of surveys after 1999 and 2004, the study provides insightful 

comparisons over time. Paralleling the European studies, the researchers found 

a huge increase in media use facilitated by new technologies and by a consider-

able increase in multitasking (i.e. using two or more media concurrently). Hence, 

American teenagers are able to pack a total of 10 hours and 45 minutes worth of 

media content into 7½ hours of media usage, an increase of almost 2¼ hours of 

daily media exposure over the past five years (ibid., 2; all the following data from 

this study, if not indicated otherwise). The availability of new media technologies 

has risen tremendously over the last decade, with the percentage of youth living 

in households with computers increasing from 73% in 1999 to 93% ten years 

later, and households with internet access almost doubling to 84%. While DVRs 

(digital video recording devices, TiVo being the most popular in the U.S.) were 

not existent in 1999, every second household with kids had at least one by 2009. 

Still, media equipment available to teenagers differs between the U.S. and Ger-

                                                

15
 1,000 respondents, representative for Austrian internet users aged 14-65. 

16
 The studies GfK 2009a and 2009b were not published. Power Point presentations with the main results of 

both surveys were made available to the author by GfK Austria.  
17

 The survey is, of course, not directly comparable to the JIM study for it used somewhat different questions 

and measurements and because it included younger children (8 to 11 years) as well. Yet it can still provide 

insightful parallels and contrasts.  
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many with the former having considerably more TVs (3.8 per household, com-

pared to 2.4), and the latter having more computers (2.6 to 2.0). Internet access 

is more prevalent in Germany as well. 
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Fig. 9: Media Equipment in Households with Teens (U.S./Germany) 

 

American youth spend the most time by far with television. On an average day 

they report watching for 269 minutes, an increase of more than half an hour since 

1999 (compared to the self-reported 137 minutes of teenage TV use in Germa-

ny).  

 

 
                                          Source: Kaiser Family Foundation 2009, 2 (n=2,002)
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19

 

Tab. 11: Media Use of Children over Time (U.S.) 

 

Two and a half hours are spent listening to music, one and a half using comput-

ers, a little less playing video games and less than 40 minutes reading books, 

newspapers, and magazines. While the use of video games and computers has 

                                                

18
 Items which share a common superscript do not differ significantly, but do differ at least on the p<.05 level 

from items with different superscript. For example, in line 1 (TV content) the data for 2004 and 1999 differ 

from 2009 but not from each other. In line 3 (computers) all items differ reliably.  
19

 Mobile phone use not included. 
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roughly tripled over the last ten years, and already abundant TV use increased by 

another 15%, time for reading has gone down. Yet this is all due to a significant 

drop in the popularity of magazines and newspapers, for the time spent reading 

books has even increased. A mere 6% of total media time is used for any form of 

print media (including books), less than half a percent for newspapers. The de-

crease in overall print usage, though, is due to a sharp decline in the proportion 

of youths who read magazines (from 55% of all 8 to 18-years-olds in 1999 to 35% 

in 2009) and newspapers (from 42 to 23%). Those who still read, spend about 

the same amount of time doing so as readers their age did ten years ago. One 

tenth of the respondents report reading magazines or newspapers online regular-

ly, which – according to the study – makes up for about a quarter of the overall 

eight-minute drop in magazine and newspaper reading since 1999. Strikingly, 

older teenagers do not spend significantly more time reading newspapers than 

the youngest respondents: it is 3 minutes a day for 8 to 10-year-olds and 4 mi-

nutes for those aged 15 to 18.  

 

An interesting development was also reported concerning TV, which is still by far 

the dominant medium in the lives of American youths. While total consumption 

time has increased considerably again, the amount of time young people spent 

watching regularly scheduled programming on a TV set has actually declined (for 

the first time since 1999) by 25 minutes per day. According to the survey, in 2009 

only 59% of young people‟s television viewing occurred live on a TV set, the rest 

was either time-shifted or on a platform other than a TV set (DVD, DVR, online, 

iPod, cell phone).20 The most popular activities online are going to social network-

ing sites (82% of all teenagers do it at least sometimes), playing computer 

games, and watching videos. Two of those media – social networks and online 

video services – didn‟t even exist five years ago, which leads the authors of the 

study to the conclusion: “The story of media in young people‟s live today is pri-

marily a story of technology facilitating increased consumption.“ (ibid.) Almost 

one third of the time young people use media, they use two or more simulta-

                                                

20
 These numbers, however, are strongly contradicted by a Nielsen study (2009, 3) which puts the share of live 

television at 92% of teenager‟s total TV consumption. Thus, only 5% occur via DVR and 2% online. Nielsen 

counted DVDs, iPods and cell phones separately, but total numbers for time-shifted consumption were still 

far below those of the Kaiser Foundation poll. According to Nielsen, 18 to 24-year olds, for example, spend 

almost twice as much time watching online videos than teenagers (ibid., 5). The Nielsen data are backed up 

by the Video Consumer Mapping Study of 2009, which found that Americans aged 18 to 24 watched 210 

minutes of live television daily, but less than 6 minutes of online video, and 17 minutes on DVRs (Atkinson 

2009).  
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neously. This is most common while listening to music, using a computer, or 

watching TV, less so while reading, or playing video games. And eventually, the 

researchers found a significant correlation between the total amount of media 

consumption and school grades, with half of all heavy users reporting fair or poor 

grades, but only a third of moderate and a fifth of light users.21 There is one re-

markable exception from this pattern: while the correlation holds up for all other 

types of media, it is reverse for print: those with lower grades spend less time 

reading in their leisure time than other children do. 

3.2 The Generational Gap 

The media habits of teenagers clearly differ from adults, even from those who are 

only slightly above their age. On the next few pages these differences are ex-

amined in more detail, especially concerning the attention to (political) news – 

and, above all, I will try to answer whether the media use patterns of today‟s 

teens will change as they grow older (and will then approximate the usage of the 

average population), or if we may linearly extrapolate their media habits into the 

future. In 2007, the Shorenstein Center at Harvard University asked 1,800 tee-

nagers, young adults (aged 18 to 30) and older adults (31 years and older) in the 

U.S. about their news habits and detected startling differences.  

 

 

Fig. 10: Daily Exposure to News Media (U.S.) 

 

                                                

21
 The correlation withstood statistical controls for other possibly relevant factors like age, gender, race and 

parent education. However, it does not prove any cause and effect relationship. 
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Whereas more than a third of older adults in the U.S. reported reading a newspa-

per every day (still far less than in countries like Germany), only one sixth of 

young adults and not even one tenth of the teenagers read a newspaper daily. 

The differences are not as dramatic, yet still substantial for all other “traditional” 

media, with the disparities being larger between Americans over and under thirty 

than between teenagers and young adults. Only online news consumption seems 

to be quite evenly distributed, even though 55% of older adults, who obtain news 

from the internet, actively “seek” it, while two thirds of the teens say they get 

news online when they “just happen to come across it” (Shorenstein Center 2007, 

11). The pattern remained when the authors distinguished the respondents into 

categories according to the frequency of their news consumption combined with 

the depth of their exposure. Only 5% of teens are heavy users of newspaper 

news, 8% use online news heavily and 17% national TV news. The numbers are 

somewhat, but not dramatically different for young adults: 9% newspapers, 13% 

online, 16% national TV. However, there is a huge gap to older adults, of whom 

21% are heavy users of newspapers, 40% of news on national TV (more than 

twice the usage of younger adults) and still 15% of online news. According to the 

study around 60% of teens, 50% of young adults but only 25% of older adults 

“pay little or no attention to daily news coverage” (ibid., 14; emphasis added).  

 

This seems to indicate that the real “crack” in news consumption might not hap-

pen between teenage years and adulthood but later on, between younger and 

older adults. And this is in line with an argument pointed out by Prior (2007) who 

has studied media habits in the U.S. since the beginning of the 20th century. 

Around 1980, a transformational shift occurred, with the deregulation of the TV 

industry and the proliferation of cable TV with its multitude of channels, leading to 

a transition from a Low-Choice to a High-Choice media environment. Before ca-

ble TV and the advent of the internet, Americans had no choice but to read 

newspapers, listen to the radio, or watch TV news in the early evening, for the 

traditional networks had decided to broadcast their news programs roughly at the 

same time. And many people rather followed the news than not watch TV at all. 

Yet, with cable television and its many entertainment offerings not only the au-

dience for TV news fell dramatically but newspaper readership as well, writes 

Prior, for “interest in politics was simply never as high as audience shares for 

evening news suggested … people had hardly any viewing alternatives” (ibid., 

263). 
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Some older viewers disbanded network TV news as well, but in general they had 

already formed their media habits and most continued to follow the news on tele-

vision and in newspapers (some consume even more news than ever before, 

primarily on all-news channels). 

 

 

 

                    Source: Prior 2007, 13  

Fig. 11: The Media Environment 1920-2005 (U.S.) 

 

Younger generations, though, who grew up in the 1980s and later on were al-

ready confronted with a High-Choice media landscape that did not force them to 

consume news but gave them many alternatives which they eagerly embraced. 

While Prior has focused his research on the U.S., the development in Europe 

was not much different. Instead of the “big three” American networks, up to the 

1980s most European countries had public broadcasting monopolies which 

showed even more news programming. Yet Government deregulation of TV mar-

kets, digitalization, and new broadcast technology prompted the launch of an 

immense number of commercial TV channels all across Europe (Küng-

Shankleman 2000, 23-44). Today more than 7,000 television channels operate in 

EU countries. In 2009 alone 245 new channels started transmission (European 

Commission 2010). Given the constantly growing choice of different media offer-

ings (multiplied by the endless supply of online content), Prior is very skeptical of 

whether today‟s teenagers and young adults will ever emulate the news habits of 

the baby boom generation and their parents: “Technological progress is the ulti-

mate cause of this …, and we cannot simply go back to low choice” (Prior 2007, 

281). And, “If your first experiences have taught you that entertainment pro-
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gramming can reliably offer you greater enjoyment than news programming, you 

have little reason to try news programming again” (ibid., 288).  

 

This pessimistic line of argument is backed by Robert Putnam‟s empirical re-

search. Drawing on three decades worth of data from the U.S. Social General 

Survey archives, Putnam (2000, 219) found that interest in the news “is declining 

generationally”. As evidence, he points to the development of newspaper reader-

ship over time. 

 

 

     Source: Putnam 2000, 219 

Fig. 12: Generational Decline in Newspaper Readership (U.S.) 

 

The percentage of daily newspaper readers in each age group does not (or only 

incrementally) increase as the group grows older. Every new cohort, the data 

suggest, basically carries its news habit along with age. Young people, who start 

out with a lower affinity to newspapers, obviously don‟t “grow” into the behavior 

patterns of their elders. And since newspaper readership and watching news on 

TV are highly correlated, the continuous fall in daily newspaper reading from one 

15-year cohort of the population to the next, amounts, according to Putnam, to a 

general decline in news consumption. This was confirmed when people were 

asked whether they “need to get the news (world, national, sports, and so on) 

every day.” and their answers were grouped according to age. Over time around 

two thirds of people born before 1930 say they “definitely” or “generally” need to 

be up to date. Among the generation of their children and grandchildren, though, 

general interest in keeping up with the news is about half as great, and the data 

show “absolutely no evidence of a life cycle growth in news interest among the 



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

54 

younger generations that might eventually bring them to the level of their parents 

and grandparents” (ibid., 220).  

 

 

                        Source: Putnam 2000, 220 
 

Fig. 13: Generational Decline in News Interest (U.S.) 
 

Putnam‟s research confirmed the result of a widely cited study of 1990, which 

was not without reason titled The Age of Indifference (Times Mirror Center 1990). 

Comparing news attitudes of Americans aged 18-29, 30-49, and 50+ years, the 

authors found a deep information gap between younger and older Americans that 

defied historical patterns: “Over most of the past five decades younger members 

of the public have been at least as well informed as older people. … That is no 

longer the case. … Age 30 is the demarcation line for the knowledge gap” (ibid., 

1). Younger respondents were much less likely to follow and to have knowledge 

of news about national or international politics, the economy or science. Only 

sports and entertainment, “stories of death and destruction on a large scale” and 

news with a particular focus on youth-related themes gained roughly the same 

attention among all age groups. As with many other studies since, the Times Mir-

ror poll showed that the decline of interest and information occurred despite 

sharply increasing levels of formal education.22 And this is not an American phe-

nomenon.  

 

While the data in the Times Mirror study end in the late 1980s and Putnam‟s ten 

years later, the Allensbach Institute in Germany has compiled data up to 2008 

and found a similar generational gap. 

                                                

22
 Although all studies reviewed here confirm that there is a strong correlation between news consumption and 

levels of education within every age cohort. 
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                          Source: Allensbach 2008* 
 

Fig. 14: News Interest by Age Group (Germany) 
 

The news interest of Germans younger than 30 is considerably lower than in the 

general population (since 2003 the gap averaged 17 percentage points). This can 

be seen also in the data for newspaper readership, which Allensbach compared 

back to the 1980s. Alarmingly for newspaper editors and owners, the gap be-

tween German youth and those over 30 years of age is widening enormously. 

 

“Read a newspaper yesterday” 

 

                     Source: Allensbach 2008* 

Fig. 15: Newspaper Readership by Age Group (Germany) 

 

In 1980 there were almost as many regular newspaper readers below the age of 

30 than above; thirty years later still 70% of all German adults over 30 report hav-

ing “read a newspaper yesterday”, but only 40% of the younger generation. And 

according to further research, each age cohort maintains its news habits even 

while getting older:  
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Tab. 12: Newspaper Readership by Age Group over Time (Germany) 

 

As can be seen in line 1 of Table 12, in 1989 regular newspaper readership was 

lowest for teenagers (yet still relatively high with 49%) and increased continuous-

ly with every age group. More than 70% of Germans in their 40s reported reading 

a newspaper almost every day. That was in 1989. Yet when the teenagers of 

then became older, practically none of them began to regularly read a newspa-

per. Even when, by 2008, the teens of 1989 were in their thirties, not more of 

them read a newspaper than when in high school. Exactly the same can be seen 

for the twentysomethings of 1989. Being almost 20 years older in 2008, they 

were by no means more avid newspaper readers than they had already been in 

their twenties. If this pattern holds for those segments of the population who were 

teens in 2000 or 2008, a dramatic further decline of newspaper readership can 

already be foreseen. Thus, twenty years from now, only about a third of 45-year-

old German citizens are likely to read a newspaper regularly, and one generation 

later only about a quarter of 45-year-olds – compared to almost three quarters in 

1989, just two decades ago. These are still numbers far higher than in the televi-

sion-centric U.S. However, the decline of newspaper readership and news inter-

est by age can be witnessed in most modern societies (which have experienced 

the technological and economic transformations described above), varying only 

by different starting levels which stem from country specific media cultures.  

 

In Japan, for instance, which traditionally has the highest newspaper readership 

of any industrial country, still more than half of all 20 to 29-year olds are regular 

newspaper readers (by U.S. standards an astonishing number). Yet this is more 

than 30 percentage points below the rate for people over 60. (The Economist 

2010, 63) And the current generation of Digital Natives, born after 1980, obvious-

ly continues to turn away from traditional news sources. 
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Fig. 16: Newspaper Readership by Age Group (Japan) 

 

In Germany, within less than a decade the percentage of young adults who would 

read newspaper articles to get informed on a topic fell by a third. The decline for 

reading articles in magazines or watching TV news is almost as steep. However, 

the percentage of young adults who would search information online almost qua-

drupled from 1999 to 2008. 

 

If you want to get more 

information on a topic … 
1999 2008 

… you pay attention to TV reports 65 56 

… you read newspaper articles 52 36 

… you read articles in magazines 48 35 

… you search the internet 19 75 

… you pay attention to radio reports 27 22 

                               Source: Köcher 2009* 

Tab. 13: Information Patterns of 20 to 29-Year Olds (Germany) 

 

Yet does that mean that the deterioration of traditional news consumption will be 

compensated by new media? Not really. As we have already seen, for young 

internet users seeking information online does not necessarily mean going to the 

websites of media companies where they would find news stories on current af-

fairs, but rather typing a search term into Google or Wikipedia. And research 

shows that even for teens TV is still their primary source of news. When asked 

where they first learnt about a news story they were aware of, 40% of American 

teenagers named TV, by far the most cited source, way ahead of the internet 

which was named by 18% (Shorenstein Center 2007, 18). And this is not surpris-

ing: TV is still the medium all age groups, including teens and young adults, 



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

58 

spend most time with, and going online for teenagers means primarily communi-

cation (social networks, messaging, e-mail), entertainment, and games. Less 

than one fifth of the time teens are online is used for information purposes (JIM-

study 2009, 33). Seeking information, though, is not equal to following news, 

even less political news. 34% of young American adults (aged 18 to 24) say they 

get no news at all on a typical day, up from 25% ten years earlier (Pew Research 

2008b, 5). The authors of a comprehensive study about Young People and News 

(Shorenstein Center 2007, 22) speak of a “historic moment”:  

 

For 150 years the daily news audience had been expanding. … Yet the 

same media system that provides for a rich array of news content also 

makes it possible for citizens to avoid the news with ease. And large num-

bers of Americans, particularly young Americans, largely ignore the daily 

news.  

3.3 Digital Natives and the News 

Similar to Prior, Putnam and other authors, Doris Graber (2001) dates the critical 

shift back to the second half of the 1970s and early 1980s. Younger baby boo-

mers who were already “raised on television” were the first to show a significantly 

lower news interest than preceding generations. The gap widened with the so-

called Generation X (born between 1965 and 1980) who knew “television as an 

omnipresent baby sitter” and had lived through a “major communications revolu-

tion” with the proliferation of cable TV, and the following Generation Y (born after 

1980) who grew up with computers and the internet. According to Graber‟s re-

search GenXers and their successors are “far more visually oriented” than older 

media users and prefer “non-textual information”. Used to videogames, they “look 

for suspense and high drama”, cherish interactivity, and feel bored quickly with 

stories they do not like. The media they consume share six important characteris-

tics:  

 

(1) the predominance of visual formats, (2) the proliferation of media ve-

nues, (3) the ending of time-clock tyranny, (4) the weakening of gate-

keeper control, (5) the growth of interactivity, and (6) the emergence of 

niche programming. (ibid., 438) 

 

In Europe, where the dissemination of television happened at a slower pace than 

in the U.S. and (before the deregulation of TV markets in the 1980s) was an al-

most exclusive domain of public, non-commercial broadcasters, Bonfadelli and 
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Marr (2008) see very similar generational shifts in media patterns. They speak of 

a TV Generation (“Fernsehgeneration”, having grown up with the then new me-

dium from the mid-1960s on), followed by the Commercial TV Generation (“Pri-

vatfernsehgeneration”) and the present Generation@, growing up with the inter-

net (ibid., 370*). Generation@, though, is not necessarily the best suited label for 

this age cohort, since e-mail as a means of communication is already rapidly los-

ing ground among young internet users who prefer communicating via social 

networks and instant messaging.23 Much more useful seems the term Digital Na-

tives (as opposed to the older Digital Immigrants) which was coined by the Amer-

ican author and game designer Marc Prensky for the “‟native speakers‟ of the 

digital language of computers, video games and the Internet” (2001a, 1). 

  

According to Prensky Digital Natives are used to receiving information very fast, 

they like to multi-task and network, they prefer graphics to text, like non-linear 

hypertext formats and games, and they thrive on instant gratification. In a very 

recent book on the topic, German media expert Jens Frieling (2010) argues that 

Digital Natives need to apply a rigorous selection process to manage the enorm-

ous complexity and abundance of information available to them. This selection 

process can either be self-organized (very time consuming) or ceded to some 

kind of agent (RSS-feeds, professional news organizations, etc.). In any case, 

Digital Natives will pay attention only to content that promises “palpable informa-

tion or entertainment value” (ibid., 51*). Research shows that most users restrict 

themselves to certain, not too many favorite sources, with a fraction of all availa-

ble websites attracting the overwhelming share of attention. The selection prob-

lem is one of the reasons for Frieling to believe that conventional TV will remain 

popular. The pre-selection of topics and formats allows for a convenient lean-

back mode of consumption and relieves the audience of “the permanent pressure 

to interact” (ibid., 50*). Being online, Digital Natives often also engage in a pas-

sive mode of use, satisfying basic needs for entertainment (mainly on YouTube) 

and information (on Wikipedia). At the same time many young people are very 

                                                

23
 Other popular labels for the generation born after 1980 are Millennials (Howe/Strauss 2000), DotNets (Pew 

Research Center 2006), Generation V(irtual) (Gartner Group 2008), Net Generation (Tapscott 2009), or 

Three-Screen-Generation (for their permanent use of TV, computer and mobile phone screens; AOL 2009). 

A very recent study suggests, however, that not age but life stages would be a better indicator for (media) 

consumption patterns, for people of the same age can have very different media habits due to the respec-

tive circumstances of life. The authors thus distinguish eight major life stage groups: teens, college stu-

dents, recent graduates, single no kids, new nesters, established families, married couples with no children 

and empty nesters (AdWeek 2010). 
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actively communicating online (Frieling calls it the communication-oriented partic-

ipation mode), whereas only a relatively small segment is active with more elabo-

rate and laborious contributions (blogs, videos, etc. – creative participation mode; 

ibid., 51).  

 

In their frequently cited book Born Digital, Palfrey and Gasser (2008) object to the 

notion that Digital Natives are less informed than previous generations. They are, 

according to the authors, just differently informed: 

 

Digital Natives pick up bits and pieces of news and information as they go 

about their day, not in a single sitting at the breakfast table in the morning 

or in front of the television in the evening. … Digital Natives are quite so-

phisticated in the ways that they gather information … through a multistep 

process that involves grazing, a “deep dive”, and a feedback loop. (ibid., 

241) 

 

They “are perfecting the art of grazing” through the huge amount of information 

they encounter every day on Google, Facebook, blogs and chat-rooms, via e-

mail, text messages, on radio, or TV. If a story seems “valuable insofar as it is 

timely, relevant, and easy to process” the user may decide that he wants to learn 

more about the topic – to take “a deep dive”. This means searching for additional 

information, usually online and frequently on websites of traditional news organi-

zations, NGOs, or governmental institutions. And some users might even want to 

“talk back to the news”, by writing a blog post, sending an e-mail, uploading a 

video, or passing the information around: “Digital information has a social life in 

the hands of Digital Natives.” Palfrey and Gasser write. They concede that it is 

not a majority of young people who will involve themselves so intensely, however 

the generation of Digital Natives is “coping with more information, and that infor-

mation comes to their attention in new ways” (ibid., 241-244). In 2008 the Media 

Management Center of Northwestern University conducted an in-depth study with 

89 young adults, aged 17 to 22, on their usage of political information on web-

sites. One of the central findings from their interviews was summed up by the 

researchers as follows: “Millennials want to become informed, but they don‟t want 

to follow the news” (MMC 2008, 13). Thus, becoming informed means learning 

enough to understand something, being able to follow conversations on a topic, 

and to form an opinion, but it does not require to be updated constantly, since the 

information worth being informed about does not change every day. In contrast, 

following the news means keeping up with incremental day-to-day developments 
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which are often confusing, overwhelming, and permanently changing. According 

to the participants in the study, there are fundamental differences between be-

coming informed and following the news: “One is a pleasurable, personal, sit-

back experience while the other is a functional, lean-forward experience that feels 

more like an obligation” (ibid.). Most participants of the study checked headlines a 

few times a day to make sure they didn‟t miss anything important, but in general 

they wanted to spend as little time as possible following the news, for they felt 

they had too little time anyhow. As 17-year-old May told the researchers: “I‟m 

already busy as it is, I barely have time to do what I need to do … There‟s so 

many new things happening every day that you can‟t really keep up.” This relates 

very much to what the Associated Press has found out about the media habits of 

young people by commissioning in 2007 an immersive ethnographic study of 18 

young adults, aged 18 to 34, in the U.S., the UK, and India (AP 2008). Again, it 

showed a prevalent news habit of grazing, scanning, zapping, and snacking 

(mainly online or on TV), consuming “a steady diet of bite-size pieces of news in 

the form of headlines, updates and quick facts” (ibid. 37). AP tried to illustrate this 

“contemporary news consumption model” by dividing a typical news topic into 

four different levels of substance and focus. Today‟s consumers of news there-

fore get an oversupply of quick updates and facts but not enough context and 

substance in the form of back stories (What does it mean?) and future stories 

(What happens next?). 

 

 

          Source: AP 2008, 37 

Fig. 17: A Model of Contemporary News Consumption 

 

The participants of the study were not satisfied with their news diet, yet they 

would only occasionally actively start in-depth searches on a topic, digging up 

back stories and context on the internet, something they described as “work”. 

They often got frustrated by the sheer abundance, redundancy, negativity, and 
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complexity of news and showed signs of news fatigue, going into a passive mode 

of consumption. As one participant told the researchers: “I don‟t go hunting for 

news, I just accept it when it comes.” Or as another one said: “News kind of 

comes to me … from other people who read the paper or watch the morning 

news” (ibid., 44). Irene Meijer (2006) encountered the same attitude when she 

interviewed 450 youngsters, aged 15 to 25, in the Netherlands in 2006, who saw 

no need either to read newspapers or watch the evening news as part of a daily 

routine. As two 15-year-old high school students explained to the researcher: 

“Liselotte: „When truly something big happens …‟ – Jona: „Then you automatically 

hear about it‟.” (ibid., 11) Probably the single most famous quote illustrating this 

approach stems from an anonymous college student cited in the New York 

Times: “If the news is that important, it will find me” (Stelter 2008a).24  

3.4 The Aging Audience of TV News  

Television is still the most popular medium in practically all industrial democracies 

and in all age groups, even with today‟s teenagers and young adults. It is a dif-

ferent story, however, for TV news. Ratings and market shares for news shows 

have been going down for many years, while the medium age of news audiences 

is going up steadily. The decline in viewership began around 1980 with the in-

creasing competition of cable and commercial TV channels in the U.S. and Eu-

rope. In 1980, the evening newscasts of the three traditional TV networks in the 

U.S. combined reached 42% of all U.S. households with a television set (house-

hold rating), and 75% of all households where the TV was switched on at the time 

of the evening news (market share). In total, 52 million people (total viewership) 

were watching network news every night. Barely three decades later, in 2008 (a 

Presidential election year), the combined household ratings of the three network 

newscasts were down by 61%, market shares by 64% and total viewership had 

decreased by 53%. 

 

 

 

                                                
24 In the article on youth and social media, the unnamed student was quoted by a market researcher 

who had conducted a focus group with young adults, and the remark rapidly spread across the web. A 

Google search for the ten-word sentence generates more than 50,000 hits (in most versions that is 

omitted and the quote reads: “If the news is important, it will find me.”), and it is not only cited in hun-

dreds of blogs and articles but in several books as well (e.g. Jarvis 2009, 126; Coddington 2010),  

 



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

63 

 

 

     Source: Pew Project 2009 (Percentage of all television households tuned to this program)  

Fig. 18: Evening News Household Ratings 1980-2008 (U.S.) 

 

On average the network news audience has fallen by about 1 million every year, 

while the U.S. population has grown by 2.8 million a year (Pew Project 2009). 

Furthermore, the TV news audience has not only been shrinking, but aging as 

well. 

 

 

 

               Source: Pew Project 2009 

     Fig. 19: Median Age of Evening News Audiences 2004-2009 (U.S.) 

 

In 2009 the median age of evening news viewers for all three networks was 62.2 

years, up from 59.8 only five years earlier. The audience of the (more entertain-

ment-centered) morning news shows, watched by 13 million people in 2008, is 

comparatively young with 53.9 years on average. Still, this is an increase of more 
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than a year since 2004. At the same time more people than ever watched all-

news cable channels in 2008 (mainly due to the election cycle). The median vie-

wership in prime time (for CNN, Headline News, Fox News and MSNBC) more 

than tripled within 10 years, to a total of 3.6 million in 2008 (ibid.25) – yet still a 

very low number. 

 

 
                         Source: Pew Project 2009 (Median prime-time audience in millions) 

 Fig. 20: Cable News Prime-time Viewership 1998-2008 (U.S.) 

 

Unfortunately the comprehensive annual State of the News Media report by the 

Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism does not provide data on the demo-

graphics of the cable news audience (except for their political orientation), and 

reliable recent figures are not publicly available. However, in 2008 an article in 

The New York Times (referring to Nielsen Media research) gave the median age 

for the audience of Fox News as 63.9 years. According to the article, this was 

nearly four years older than the audience of CNN and eight years older than the 

audience of MSNBC (Stelter 2008b).  

 

For Germany more detailed data on the composition of TV news audiences are 

available. They show a very similar picture to the U.S. In 2008 the main evening 

newscasts on the two public TV channels and the two most popular commercial 

                                                

25
 Cable news viewership is hard to measure since all-news channels broadcast news programs (or news-

related talk shows, documentaries, etc.) 24 hours a day, thus their viewership cannot be compared to the 

audience of the half-hour network newscasts. Cumulative audience, for instance, measures every viewer 

who watches a channel for at least six minutes over the course of a month. In 2008 all four cable news 

channels combined had median cumulative monthly audience of 186.8 million. Yet this number does not say 

anything about the viewership of particular programs. In November 2008 (the month of the Presidential 

Election) the most watched regular program on any of the four news channels was O‟Reilly Factor on Fox 

News with an average audience of 3.8 million (Pew Project 2009). During most of the day the viewers of ca-

ble news channels can be counted in the tens of thousands, though.  
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channels had a combined average daily viewership of 14 million. Yet only about 

800,000 of those viewers were younger than 30 and less than 2 million were un-

der 40. More than 10 million of the 14 million viewers, or 73% of the total evening 

news audience, were over 50.  

 

 

 Source: ZDF-Medienforschung 
26 

Tab. 14: Evening News Audiences by Age Group 2008 (Germany) 

 

The age gap is especially wide for the well regarded evening newscasts of the 

public broadcasters (on ZDF 96% of the audience is over 40), yet even on the 

two major private channels only about 20% of the news audience is younger than 

40, while the median age of the German population is 43.4 years (2008). 
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           Source: ZDF-Medienforschung (Average daily viewership in millions) 

Fig. 21: Evening News Audiences by Age Group 2008 (Germany) 

 

Still commercial TV‟s news shows are more successful in attracting younger au-

diences. RTL‟s market share among 30 to 49-year olds is almost twice as high as 

for the public channels. There are two major reasons for that. First of all, the age 

                                                

26
 These internal data are not publicly available and were generously provided to the author by ZDF-

Medienforschung, the audience research department of public broadcaster ZDF. They are not meant for fur-

ther publication.  
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of news viewers is highly correlated to the overall audience of a television chan-

nel. In 2008 the average viewer of ARD was 58.8 years old, ZDF viewers were 

60.6, while RTL‟s and Sat1‟s overall audience was on average 45 years old 

(Giersch 2008, 23). The second reason is commercial newscasts‟ strong focus on 

soft news. ARD-Tagesschau, for example, reports almost three times as much on 

politics and considerably more on the economy and legal affairs than RTL-aktuell, 

whereas RTL has three times as many stories on crime, twice as many on catas-

trophes and accidents, and 15 times as many on human interest topics (Media-

Perspektiven 2009, 21). The very youth-oriented private channels Pro7 and RTL2 

are even more effective in drawing younger audiences (with the highest market 

share of their evening news being among 20 to 29-year olds). Their news shows, 

however, hardly qualify as serious newscasts that enable learning about political 

affairs, for they devote almost all their stories to celebrities, fashion, the latest 

consumer goods, or human interest, and barely report on politics, foreign affairs, 

or the economy.27 Furthermore, their audience is indeed rather young, yet also 

rather small (with about 800,000 viewers each, compared to more than 5 million 

for the market leader ARD). 

 

Due to the support of the audience research department of public broadcaster 

ORF, the most detailed data for this chapter are available for Austria.28 Despite 

differences in the media landscape,29 the viewing patterns for television in gener-

al and news programs in particular are very similar to other European countries 

like neighboring Germany, or the U.S., as can be seen, for instance, from the 

development of TV news audiences. Since 1980, the ratings for Austria‟s domi-

nant evening newscast, ORF‟s Zeit im Bild, have decreased by two thirds, from 

43% of all television households to less than 14%. This is, of course, mainly due 

to a steep increase in competition. Whereas in 1980 almost all Austrian house-

                                                

27
 A typical comment of an enthusiastic fan of RTL2‟s news show, romina77, in an online forum reads: “In my 

opinion the absolutely best TV news program of all. Since I‟m not at all interested in politics and totally into 

celebrity gossip this news is exactly right for me. All the others are just a boring drag for old-age pension-

ers.” (http://is.gd/aKGmL; URL shortened, as of 24.2.2010*) 
28

 These internal research data were provided by the audience research department of ORF (ORF-Medien-

forschung). They are not publicly available and not meant for further publication.  
29

 Due to the comparatively late liberalization of the domestic TV market in the 1990s, Austria still has a very 

dominant public broadcaster, ORF, commanding almost 40% combined market share with its two TV chan-

nels. The two major commercial channels ATV and Puls4 have a combined market share of less than 10%, 

for a majority of TV viewers in Austria (a German speaking country) regularly watch private channels from 

Germany, most of which are available via cable or satellite (for more details see Plasser 2010; Neumüller 

2010).  
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holds could only watch the two public ORF channels (only a tiny minority living 

near the borders was able to receive foreign TV signals) and commercial televi-

sion was not yet allowed, in 2009 an average household had 88 different chan-

nels available, 63 of them broadcasting in German.30 

 

 
                Source: ORF-Medienforschung 

31 

Fig. 22: Evening News Audience 1980-2009 (Austria) 

 

Another aspect is the proliferation of news on television. Not only are there all-

news cable channels, which did not exist in 1980 (there is no domestic all news 

channel in Austria, yet more than 90% of households can receive CNN and the 

German news channels NTV and N24), but many (public) broadcasters in Europe 

“cannibalize” their own evening news audience by putting more and more news-

casts on air over the course of the day. ARD, for instance, has up to 13 different 

news shows daily, beginning with morning news at 5.30 a.m., hourly news up-

dates from 12.00 p.m. until 8 p.m. when the Tagesschau begins, followed by the 

news magazine Tagesthemen at 10.15 p.m. and the nightly news sometimes as 

late as 3.00 a.m. It is not much different with Austria‟s ORF, which has ten differ-

ent newscasts on air each weekday from 9.00 a.m. until midnight. Thus, on a 

typical day such as December 3, 2009, a total of 975,000 viewers watched the 

evening newscast Zeit im Bild, many fewer than several years ago. But over the 

course of the day, the ten different news shows on both ORF channels were seen 

by a total audience of 2,928,000.32 If one can already watch six different news-

                                                

30
 In households with digital satellite or cable (58% of all households by December 2009) 138 channels are 

available: http://mediaresearch.orf.at/index2.htm?fernsehen/fernsehen_heimel.htm (as of 18.3.2010) 
31

 The sharp decline between 2005 and 2007 was due to the decision to terminate the simultaneous transmis-

sion of Zeit im Bild on both ORF channels. Since April 2007 it has been broadcast on ORF2 only, while 

ORF1 carries entertainment programming and has now a new (six-minute long) newscast ZiB20 at 8 p.m.  
32

 Discounting viewers who watched more than one of the ten newscasts reduces “unique” viewers (i.e. the 

number of different people who were reached by at least one ORF newscast on this day) to 1.952,000. This 

http://mediaresearch.orf.at/index2.htm?fernsehen/fernsehen_heimel.htm
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casts before the evening news even begins (not taking into consideration the 

24/7 news offerings on cable channels, radio and the internet), it is not surprising 

that the news audience in the evening is considerably smaller today than it was in 

the 1980s, when the viewers could “choose” from two public channels which both 

simultaneously carried the news. Yet the evening news audience has not only 

shrunk drastically, it is also comparatively old. In 2009, the viewers of Zeit im Bild 

were on average 61 years of age. Only 11% were younger than 40 and only 23% 

were younger than 50. Almost two thirds of the audience were 60 and older.  

 
 

ZEIT IM BILD, 7.30 p.m. – Audience in 1,000 

 
                   Source: ORF-Medienforschung  

Fig. 23: Evening News Audience by Age Group (Austria) 

 

ORF thus provides another example for the importance of a newscast‟s “program 

environment”. Since 2007 Zeit im Bild has been broadcast on ORF2 only, the 

“elder” of the two public channels. Until then it had also been on the air simulta-

neously on the much more youth-oriented ORF1, which is focused on entertain-

ment, movies, and sports, and has a much younger overall audience. The data 

for 2006 show that while the audience of Zeit im Bild on ORF2 then was on aver-

age 63 years old, the average viewer of the same newscast on ORF1 was “only” 

50. Although on ORF2 the newscast had almost three times as many viewers 

(934,000 vs. 351,000), it was watched on ORF1 by more people who were 

younger than 40 (97,000 vs. 94,000). This became even more obvious when the 

20-minute Zeit im Bild was replaced by a new newscast on ORF1 in 2007. The 

new ZiB20 has a duration of only six minutes and only five to seven very short 

stories, but it focuses on hard news very similar to Zeit im Bild (both shows and 

all other newscasts on ORF share the same editorial team). The total audience 

                                                                                                                                 

means, around one million people watched ORF news, without having watched the main evening newscast 

Zeit im Bild at 7.30 p.m.  
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for ZiB20 is much smaller (189,000 in 2009 vs. 976,000 for Zeit im Bild), yet it is 

much younger: the average viewer is only 43 years old, compared to 61.  

 

The influence of the program environment could also be witnessed at another 

ORF newscast. In 2007, the 20-minute midnight-news ZiB3 (which was originally 

introduced in 1998 as a late-night news show especially designed for younger 

viewers) was moved from ORF2 to the more youth-oriented ORF1 and renamed 

ZiB24. The format, content, and presenters of the program remained unchanged, 

yet just by switching the channel the average age of the audience declined con-

siderably, from 55 to 48 years. The market share among 12 to 29-year olds rose 

from 7% in 2006 (the last full year on ORF2) to 16% in 2008 (the first full year on 

ORF1), and among 12 to 49-year olds from 12% to 19%, whereas it fell from 28% 

to 17% among viewers older than 50. While in 2006 only one third of the viewers 

were younger than 50, it was more than half of the audience in 2008. Just the 

switch-over from an “older” to a “younger” channel altered the demographic com-

position of the very same program‟s viewership remarkably.  

 

Hence, the program environment and the “age of a TV channel” in general are 

clearly very important factors, but even more so are the format and content of a 

program. The more traditional in format and the more focused on hard news a 

news program, the older its audience usually is. This shows, for instance, with 

Pressestunde, ORF‟s equivalent to NBC‟s Meet the Press in the U.S. The one-

hour 11 a.m.-Sunday morning program shows nothing other than a leading politi-

cian interviewed by two political journalists. Of its 106,000 average viewership in 

2009, a mere 9,000 or 8% were younger than 40. Two thirds were over 60, and 

the average viewer was 64 years old. Does that mean that younger viewers only 

appreciate short headline updates and soft news formats? Not necessarily, as 

audience research in Germany suggests. Although Pro7 is by far the most popu-

lar TV channel for young viewers (ahead of RTL, MTV, RTL2) and only 3% name 

one of the public broadcasters as their favorite channel, a clear majority of 

younger viewers cite the public ARD as having the best news programs (ahead of 

RTL, ZDF, and N24; – Feierabend/Kutteroff 2008, 617). After the general election 

in Germany in 2009, 1,200 adults were surveyed on their opinions on the media 

coverage of the election campaign. More than 70% of the respondents rated the 

coverage of the public channels ARD and ZDF as very good or good (compared 

to 41% for RTL and 27% for Sat1). However, the public channels received their 
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best ratings from 12 to 29-year-old viewers. At the same time the youngest au-

dience rated the political coverage on the commercial channels worse than older 

viewers (Geese et al. 2009, 646). For important political events, even young 

people seem to value the serious news of public broadcasters. On September 13, 

2009, the TV debate of the two major candidates for the post of German chancel-

lor was broadcast simultaneously on ARD, ZDF, RTL, and Sat1. Interestingly, the 

two public channels combined did not only draw a much bigger overall audience, 

they were also watched by twice as many viewers aged 14 to 39 as the two 

commercial broadcasters combined.33 

 

An extensive research project among 450 youngsters aged 15 to 25 in the Neth-

erlands (Meijer 2006), brought an interesting paradox to light. Even though young 

people don‟t watch traditional newscasts regularly, they do not want them to 

change. In-depth interviews with hundreds of the young viewers revealed that 

they “do not appreciate the „soapification‟ of news … Youngsters want news to 

address major issues, to be reliable and not to be more entertaining” (ibid., 11). 

The respondents in Meijer‟s interviews want “quality news” they can turn to when 

something of importance happens. And being brand-aware as young consumers 

are, they associate “quality news” with traditional “serious” newscasts even if they 

regard it as “grey, boring and „not meant for people like us‟” (ibid. 12). If the news 

is too entertaining, too much fun, or too relaxing it conveys the impression of not 

being important. As one of the interviewees told Meijer: “News is like a whole-

wheat sandwich: you eat it because it is healthy, not because it is tasty” (ibid., 

1).34 This does not mean, though, that young people in the Netherlands watch the 

evening news any more than in the U.S., Germany, or Austria. They don‟t. They 

just want serious TV news to be there; according to Meijer (ibid., 13), as…  

 

…a basic social service, comparable to social security, health insurance, or 

family care: you have to be able to rely on its availability when you need it, 

preferably free of charge, around the clock and seven days a week.  

 

This concept of the news as a basic social service makes the obvious discrepan-

cy between the high regard for “quality news” and its low ratings among young 

people explicable. Yet it also makes clear that a transformation of traditional 

                                                

33
 Internal audience research data, provided to the author by ZDF-Medienforschung. 
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newscasts into more entertaining, less boring, faster paced, soft news-driven 

“news light” is no viable alternative.  

3.5 Conclusion 

As all available studies confirm, young people indeed have very different habits of 

media use and news consumption than older demographics. Television is still 

their most used medium, yet they watch it much less than their parents and 

grandparents, and they watch it primarily for entertainment. Newspaper con-

sumption among youngsters has been decreasing for decades and is now at a 

historic low. The favorite media particularly among teenagers are TV, the internet, 

and mobile phones (which are used least for making phone calls). However, the 

critical cleavage in media use between age groups is not between teenagers and 

adults but somewhat later, between younger and older adults, around the age of 

thirty. For instance, 60% of American teenagers and 50% of young adults but 

only 25% of those over thirty pay little or no attention to daily news coverage. 

However, this does not mean that by becoming older today‟s young people will 

“grow” into the news habits of their parents or grandparents, who read newspa-

pers more often and watch so much more TV news. Long term studies show that 

news interest is declining generationally and every age cohort maintains its 

learned media habits while growing older. Today‟s 50-year-olds read newspapers 

about as regularly as they did 15 years ago and 30 years ago, which was already 

less than the newspaper reading of their parents; and this gap has never closed. 

The same is to be seen with today‟s 35-year-olds whose news interest has re-

mained at the same level where it was when they were 20 (and has not risen to 

the level of the 35-year-olds of 15 years ago). This means that the media habits 

of today‟s teenagers will never emulate those of today‟s adults. Most of them will 

never become avid newspaper readers or sit in front of their TV sets every even-

ing, watching the news.  

 

This generational decline in news interest can be dated back to around 1980, to 

the fundamental transformation from a Low-Choice to a High-Choice media envi-

ronment (Prior). With the proliferation of cable TV and its abundant entertainment 

                                                                                                                                 

34
 This parallels what an MMC study on the online news consumption of American youngsters found. They don‟t 

expect and don‟t want “serious” news sites to be entertaining. As 17-year-old Jorge told the researchers: 

“News isn't supposed to be fun. It's supposed to be just facts and seriousness” (MMC 2008, 18). 
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offerings, the viewership for TV evening news and the readership of newspapers 

(which are highly correlated) decreased sharply. Another transformation took 

place in the mid-1990s with the rapid spread of the internet. Today‟s Digital Na-

tives are confronted with a 24/7 supply of traditional and digital media offerings 

they can only cope with by heavy multitasking, thus cramming almost 11 hours of 

media consumption into 7½ hours of daily media usage in their leisure time alone 

(U.S. teenagers in 2008). Most of it is taken up by entertainment, communication 

and games. To cope with the excessive supply of news on all available media 

channels, Digital Natives have developed a distinctive habit of news consumption 

that can be described as grazing, scanning, zapping, and snacking. They en-

counter headlines and updates throughout the day from different sources (mostly 

online or mobile), but seldom read a whole story or watch a long-form documen-

tary on TV. Only if a topic catches their interest because it is personally relevant, 

dramatic, or funny and entertaining, and if it can prompt a conversation, they de-

cide to take a “deep dive” and search for context and background. They “want to 

become informed but they don‟t want to follow the news.” conclude the authors of 

an in-depth study on the news habits of youngsters. Thus, most young people 

consume news quite passively. Or, as the participant of a study told an interview-

er: “The news kind of comes to me”.  

 

Television is still the most used medium for young people and they still cite it 

most frequently as the source of the news stories they are aware of, however 

traditional TV newscasts are not watched by many youngsters – and in general 

by far less people than in the past. The viewership for the evening news on U.S. 

networks or European public broadcasters has shrunk by about 60% since 1980, 

due to the dramatically increased competition through cable TV, and the increas-

ing entertainment orientation of the audience, especially of younger people. To-

day, the average viewer of a “traditional” evening newscast in the U.S. and Eu-

rope is over 60 years of age, and less than 20% of the audience are younger 

than 40. If young viewers follow TV news at all, they watch more entertaining soft 

news-formats on commercial television, which can hardly qualify as serious 

news. However, according to research, young people don‟t want traditional 

newscasts to change much. They do not watch it regularly, but they acknowledge 

the quality of “real news” and regard it as a valuable and necessary service they 

can turn to when something of importance happens. Even though it might be bor-

ing, it is necessary – in a case of emergency.  
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Yet if “serious” news is not a regular ingredient of young people‟s daily media 

diet, are there different ways of supplying them with the earlier cited practical 

knowledge of political affairs that informed citizens should possess? In the follow-

ing chapter I will examine three different media formats (two on TV, one in print) 

from the U.S., the UK, and Germany that are all successful in reaching young 

people with political information, albeit in different ways.  



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

74 

4. Political Information: A Different Approach 

The previous chapter has provided ample evidence that “traditional” news pro-

gramming has tremendous difficulties attracting young audiences. Making the 

newscasts “younger”, i.e. more entertaining, “softer”, less “boring”, and shorter 

does not seem to be a promising alternative. By changing the content away from 

serious topics and the format to infotainment, the shows may gain younger view-

ers, yet at the same time they will likely lose much of their potential to seriously 

inform about political affairs and enable political learning. Furthermore, young 

people tell researchers explicitly that they want serious news outlets to remain 

serious. There are, however, examples of journalistic approaches that do provide 

substantive political information, and are nevertheless very popular with young 

people. In this chapter I will review three such examples more closely: The Daily 

Show with Jon Stewart from the U.S., the Current Affairs 2008 project at the 

BBC, and the German print magazine Neon. While The Daily Show has already 

been the topic of an extensive body of academic and journalistic discourse, the 

sections on Current Affairs 2008 and Neon (which so far have obviously not been 

of interest to academic research) are based on original material from the BBC 

program and the magazine respectively, as well as an elaborate presentation by 

a BBC executive and a wide-ranging interview with Neon‟s chief editor.  

4.1 Politics as Fun: The Daily Show with Jon Stewart  

 

After the death of legendary CBS anchor 

Walter Cronkite in the summer of 2009, 

Time magazine conducted an online poll 

asking: “Now that Walter Cronkite has 

passed on, who is America‟s most 

trusted newscaster?” A clear majority of 

44% of the more than 9,000 respondents 

chose Jon Stewart, host of the Daily 

Show, 15 percentage points ahead of NBC Evening News presenter Brian Wil-

liams (Time 2009). Almost exactly one year earlier The New York Times had 

titled a 3,000-word article: “Is Jon Stewart the Most Trusted Man in America?” 

citing a poll that placed him at number four on the list of the “most admired jour-
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nalists” in the U.S. (Kakutani 2008). The Washington Post lauded Stewart as “an 

icon to many journalists” (Kurtz 2010), and The Independent called him “the most 

influential voice in American politics” and his broadcast “increasingly the epicen-

ter of real news” (Doyle 2008). This is somewhat surprising, as the program in 

question is a satirical “fake news show” that is aired on Comedy Central, and its 

47-year-old host has insisted publicly for years that he is not a journalist, and his 

“mandate is to entertain, not inform” (Moyers 2007; Kakutani 2008). Yet even 

communication scholars and political scientists regard the Daily Show as a “cen-

tral site for news and political discussion in an increasingly complicated media 

environment” (Baym 2010, 5).35 In a widely cited poll, almost half of the respon-

dents under the age of 30 said they were “informed at least occasionally” about 

the election campaign of 2000 by late-night talk shows (Pew Research 2000, 6). 

Four years later, more than a fifth of young adults reported to “regularly learn 

something” from comedy TV shows such as The Daily Show. As the pollsters 

noted: “For Americans under 30, these comedy shows are mentioned almost as 

frequently as newspapers and evening network news programs as regular sour-

ces for election news” (Pew Research 2004, 2)36.  

 

The Daily Show with Jon Stewart airs four days a week (Monday through Thurs-

day) at 11 p.m. on the cable TV channel Comedy Central, and reruns are broad-

cast several times throughout the day. The 30-minute show is a “hybrid” format, 

mixing the settings of traditional newscasts and late-night talk shows and is rec-

orded in front of a live audience. Two commercial breaks divide the show into 

three distinct segments: during the first ten minutes host Jon Stewart delivers his 

“monologue”, a satirical round-up of the day‟s political events supported by the 

show‟s trademark video montages of politicians embarrassing or contradicting 

themselves; during the second segment the host interviews his fake correspon-

dents, who are presented as “senior experts” or “special correspondents”, and 

often pretend to speak from actual locations such as the White House; the last 

segment consists of Stewart interviewing a guest, usually politicians, political ex-

perts, journalists, authors, or celebrities. On the show‟s website its mission is 

aptly described: “Jon Stewart and the Best F#@king News Team Ever … bring 

you the news like you've never seen it before – unburdened by objectivity, journa-

                                                

35
 For a comprehensive review of the academic and journalistic discourse on The Daily Show see Tenenboim-

Weinblatt 2009. 
36

 For a critical assessment of the findings in those surveys see Jones 2007. 

http://www.thedailyshow.com/news-team/jon-stewart
http://www.thedailyshow.com/news-team
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listic integrity or even accuracy” (The Daily Show 2010). What distinguishes the 

comedy program (and its successful spin-off The Colbert Report) from other late-

night shows is its strong focus on national politics. According to a content analy-

sis of all Daily Show episodes of 2007 (PEJ 2008), almost half of the show‟s con-

tent was dedicated to U.S. foreign affairs (mainly the war in Iraq, frequently re-

ferred to in a segment called “Mess O‟Potamia”), electoral politics, and federal 

governance. Another major topic of the show is media criticism. In 2007, the me-

dia was the subject of almost one tenth of the program‟s content. 

 

 
                         Source: PEJ 2008, 4 (Percentage of total air time) 

Fig. 24: Top 10 Topics in The Daily Show in 2007 

 

The line-up of guests on The Daily Show is also very distinct from other late-night 

talk shows. 41 of the 136 different guests who appeared on the show in 2007 

were the regular fare of celebrities from the entertainment industry, yet more than 

two thirds were politicians, pundits, journalists, and non-fiction authors (ibid., 11). 

Political guests on the show included Barack Obama, Joe Biden, John McCain, 

John Edwards (who announced his 2004 candidacy on the show), John Kerry, 

Bill Clinton, Jimmy Carter and foreign dignitaries such as Tony Blair, Pervez Mu-

sharraf, and Evo Morales. During the U.S. election campaign of 2008 The Daily 

Show featured 21 studio interviews with presidential candidates (CMPA 2008, 3). 

An appearance of Barack Obama a few days before the election drew a record 

audience of 3.6 million viewers, 2.2 million of whom were aged 18 to 49 

(TVWeek.com 2008). The average viewership of the show in 2008 was 1.8 mil-

lion (PEJ 2008, 3), and the latest available report put the median age of Daily 

Show viewers in 2009 at 41.4 years – very young for a TV program so heavy on 

political content, yet an increase of almost five years compared to only one year 

earlier (Pomerantz 2009). This can, at least partly, be explained by the rising 
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overall viewership (plus 8%), which was mainly due to a growing market share 

among older audiences. Still, the average Daily Show viewer is about 20 years 

younger than the audience of the network evening newscasts. The show‟s eclec-

tic mixture of real and fake news, jokes, criticism, banter, commentary, irreve-

rence, moral outrage, sarcasm, and extensive political interviews is obviously 

successful in attracting young people. However, do they gain political knowledge 

by watching Jon Stewart and his cast making “jokes about the absurdity that we 

see in government and the world” (Stewart, cited in Moyers 2007)? According to 

a Pew Research survey (2007, 2), the audiences of The Daily Show and its spin-

off The Colbert Report belong to the most knowledgeable segments of the electo-

rate, at least when measured by their factual knowledge about public figures and 

news events. While only a third of all respondents of the survey fell in the “high 

knowledge group” defined by the researchers, more than half of the Daily Show 

and Colbert Show audience were among the best informed. They could answer 

more questions correctly than regular readers of newspapers and news maga-

zines, or regular viewers of CNN and network evening news. This reinforced the 

findings of a 2004 survey of 19,000 American adults that found Daily Show view-

ers demonstrate “higher campaign knowledge than national news viewers and 

newspaper readers - even when education, party identification, following politics, 

watching cable news, receiving campaign information online, age, and gender 

are taken into consideration” (Annenberg 2004, 1). Academic research on the 

learning effects of comedy and late-night talk shows remains ambiguous, though. 

Hollander (2005) ran extensive regression analyses of the factual answers to a 

2004 Pew Research study and the respondents self-reported news sources, and 

concluded that Daily Show viewers did not score higher than average, neither in 

the recall nor the recognition of political events. After an experiment presenting 

segments of The Daily Show to more than 700 students, Baumgartner and Morris 

(2006) hold that the program generates “cynicism toward the media and the elec-

toral process” among its audience. At the same time, it makes its young viewers 

“more confident about their own ability to understand politics” (ibid., 353). Parkin 

(2009) has examined the learning effects of comedy shows by presenting to dif-

ferent groups of participants a political interview (with then presidential candidate 

John Kerry originally conducted by late-night host David Letterman) in the context 

of a comedy show (Late Night with David Letterman), or a traditional political in-

terview program (Face the Nation). He found that among young, politically not 

interested viewers the exact same information led to increased political know-
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ledge and participation when they read it on the Late Night website, however it 

had no effect when presented on a (fake) Face the nation website. Hence, Parkin 

concludes that presenting political information in an entertaining mode can in-

deed encourage and support political learning especially among less politically 

interested and young audiences. Considering the content of The Daily Show, it is 

not at all surprising that viewers would gain political knowledge from the program. 

Jones (2007) has compared news segments of The Daily Show and of CNN on 

the presidential campaign of 2004 and finds that both programs provide “roughly 

the same amount and type of information”. Yet not being restricted by profes-

sional journalistic norms such as balance and objectivity, Stewart goes much 

farther than just offering facts and analysis, by drawing conclusions, stating opi-

nions, and most of all ridiculing and satirizing the topics and guests of his show. 

Jones calls this an “entertainmentized version of a „news analysis‟ or „op-ed‟ jour-

nalism” that “can provide quality information that citizens can use in making in-

formed choices about electoral politics” (ibid.).  

 

The American media scholar Geoffrey Baym (2010) even calls Stewart (and Col-

bert) “the vanguard of a new kind of public affairs media, a much-needed reima-

gination of the possibilities of political journalism in a post-network age” (ibid, 20). 

He argues that – more than traditional TV newscasts – the two comedy shows 

critically interrogate public figures, expose contradictions and falsehoods, and 

thus hold the political leadership accountable. Referring to Habermas, Baym 

even states: “The Daily Show ultimately advocates a deliberative theory of de-

mocracy – the notion that only civil and honest conversation can provide the legi-

timate foundation for governance” (ibid, 118). Apart from its (obviously very im-

portant) entertainment value, many analysts explain the Daily Show‟s attraction to 

young audiences with Jon Stewarts‟s authenticity, engagement, blunt language, 

and his constant effort of “speaking truth to power” (Smolkin 2007; Kakutani 

2008; PEJ 2008, 15). In interviews about their media habits (AP 2008), young 

adults who are fans of the show praise Jon Stewart‟s clever presentation and his 

ability to “take even the most serious news, spin it and make it palatable”. One 

participant in the study called the comedy show host “the human face of news.” 

and another one explained, “For a lot of news it‟s a case of if we don‟t laugh, we‟ll 

cry. I‟d rather trust a satirist than a wax-faced suit on network news” (ibid., 43-45). 
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4.2 The Rejuvenation of BBC Current Affairs 

 

With its audience aging year by year 

and youngsters flocking to commercial 

TV, the BBC, the world‟s oldest and 

largest public broadcasting corporation, 

is facing very similar problems as pub-

lic broadcasters in Germany and Aus-

tria, and the traditional U.S. television 

networks. Britons older than 65 years 

of age spend more than three quarters 

of their TV viewing time with one of the 

five major public TV channels. Viewers 

younger than 35, though, not only 

watch much less television in general, 

but moreover spend around 70% of their viewing time with commercial TV (Of-

com 2009, 42). Two thirds of the audiences of the flagship channels BBC One 

and BBC Two are older than 45, one third is older than 65, and only 10% are 

younger than 25. The picture is somewhat different for BBC Three, a digital 

channel, specifically directed at very young viewers with a targeted core audience 

of 16 to 34. BBC Three viewers are quite young indeed, with more than half being 

under 35 and more than two thirds under 45. 

 

 
                       Source: Ofcom 2009, 47 (percentage of respective audience in age group) 

Fig. 25: BBC Television Audiences by Age Group in 2008 

 

Yet the overall audience is small compared to the flagship channels, and BBC 

Three has very little factual content. Until recently there had been no regular 
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newscast and no current affairs program on the youth channel which is focused 

on entertainment, comedy and sitcoms. 

 

The BBC‟s current affairs programming has a long tradition and has always en-

joyed a high prestige, but at the same time its audience was shrinking and ag-

ing.37 As Martin Wilson, development producer in the Current Affairs department 

explains rather drastically: “Our audiences were dying off. … It wasn‟t just that 

young people weren‟t coming to us, but we were losing also certain sorts of social 

groups” (Wilson 2008, 2).38 As in every other country, TV news consumption in 

the U.K. shows a dramatic generational gap: people over 65 spend seven times 

as many hours watching news on the BBC or other public channels than people 

under 25, and still four times as many as 25 to 34-year olds (195 vs. 28 vs. 50 

hours per year; Ofcom 2009, 77). 

 

The relaunch of Current Affairs began in 2006, with the director general of the 

BBC formulating an ambitious target: by 2011 BBC News and Current Affairs 

would have to engage 80% of the British public during the course of a month, 

either on TV or online. Since the BBC‟s current affairs programs are broadcast on 

different television channels, the new strategy was based on comprehensive au-

dience research and on the principal notion that different audiences need differ-

ent styles, different topics, and different ways of story telling. Producer Martin 

Wilson likens the approach to an everyday conversational experience: “I imagine 

I‟m in a pub and there are all kinds of people I talk to. And I tell the same kind of 

story in a different way to the person I‟m talking to, depending on what their inter-

ests are, what their worlds are, what they do in their own worlds, what‟s important 

to them” (ibid. 3). Consequently the viewers of each channel would need to be 

addressed in a specific tone and “voice”. Furthermore, time slots and audience 

flows were examined and reassessed by a newly assigned “audience planner 

team”. BBC One‟s premier current affairs show Panorama, for example, which 

was originally scheduled on Sunday night, was moved to Monday evening, fol-

lowing the most popular soap opera EastEnders. The program was shortened 

                                                

37
 The BBC defines Current Affairs as: "A programme which contains explanation and analysis of current events 

and issues, including material dealing with political or industrial controversy or with public policy. Also in-

cluded are investigative programmes with contemporary significance." (BBC News 2006) 
38

 If not indicated otherwise the information in this section is based on Martin Wilson‟s comprehensive presenta-

tion on the BBC‟s Current Affairs 2008 project at a meeting with ORF editors on May 30, 2008 at ORF 
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from 40 to 30 minutes, yet its frequency almost doubled to 48 shows plus eight 

one-hour specials per year. With the show being aired between a soap opera and 

a fiction series, the “tone” of Panorama had to be adjusted to the new program 

environment. “There were lots and lots of roars” among the editorial team, fearing 

the prestigious show would be “softened” and the shorter duration would damage 

Panorama‟s reputation for extensive in-depth investigations, admits Michael Wil-

son (ibid., 4). However, after the changes took effect in January 2007, the con-

cerns eased off quickly and the ratings began to increase. 

 

 

 
                 Source: Wilson 2008, Slide 4 

Fig. 26: BBC Panorama Audience by Age Group 2006 vs. 2007 

 

By the end of 2007, the overall audience of Panorama had gone up by about 

500,000 weekly viewers on average, and the market share had climbed from 8.6 

to 10%. Yet even more important were the changes in the demographics. Whe-

reas the age profile in 2006 (the grey line in Fig. 26) was very typical for news 

and current affairs programs with market shares increasing by age, the composi-

tion of the viewership became much more balanced. In 2007, after the relaunch, 

the market share was highest among 35 to 44-year-olds and had doubled among 

young adults. Despite some losses among viewers older than 55, the total vie-

wership of Panorama had increased considerably. “That was our first really big 

success.” says producer Michael Wilson (ibid., 5). However, it was not the inten-

tion of the development team to drive off the BBC‟s loyal older audience, which 

became tagged internally as “the Heartland”. Wilson (ibid., 6): “It was really im-

                                                                                                                                 

headquarters in Vienna (Wilson 2008). A transcript of the presentation and the accompanying Power Point 

slides are in possession of the author.  
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portant that we didn‟t desert people who wanted Current Affairs as it always was, 

and we were all of a sudden doing only what was trendy and young.” Thus, the 

“truly reputational Current Affairs for the Heartland” (such as the very popular 

series Andrew Marr‟s History of Britain) on BBC Two remained untouched by the 

reform. Still, the aim was to bring also younger audiences to the channel. One 

attempt was The Conspiracy Files, a series of one-hour documentaries investi-

gating conspiracy theories.39 “Younger people believe every conspiracy theory 

there is.” explains Wilson, and the series “was directly appealing to that sense; on 

the internet everybody was sharing their conspiracy, adding more and more facts 

to it and we picked that up. It was driven a great deal by the internet … and all 

the social networks. The fact that we were able to engage that much younger 

audiences in the show reduced our demographic” (ibid., 6). Another new ap-

proach was tried with foreign affairs coverage, which is predominantly watched 

by older viewers. According to audience research, young people found the BBC‟s 

highly acclaimed foreign affairs reporting “very distant”, “very objective” and “off 

putting”. Thus, the development team commissioned a documentary on starva-

tion in Africa presented by a black reporter, which was very different in tone and 

style: “Very „immersive‟, which is our buzzword… You would go on a journey with 

a reporter who you trust, who is warm, friendly, funny, and you will learn the cur-

rent affairs as you go along that kind of journey. … It feels a lot more welcoming, 

a lot warmer and we are getting much bigger audiences” (ibid., 7). 

 

The biggest challenge for the development team, though, was BBC Three, which 

had almost no current affairs programming until 2006 and was essentially an en-

tertainment channel for teenagers and very young adults. The reform started with 

a sophisticated audience research project. The producers conducted dozens of 

focus groups with about one thousand youngsters aged 16 to 24, asking them, in 

Wilson‟s words: “Come on, tell us about your world. What goes on for you?” (ib-

id., 8). After the focus groups, the participants were asked to allow a BBC re-

searcher to follow their online activities on blogs, social networks, etc. and there-

by learn what they communicated and cared about. In addition, the participants 

were equipped with mobile videophones and asked to go out and shoot little films 

                                                

39
 According to BBC‟s own definition The Conspiracy Files “is a unique series which thoroughly investigates 

widely held conspiracy theories with an open mind, exploring the inconsistencies and holes in official ac-

counts and providing a definitive account of what really happened”. Some of the series‟ topics so far: 9/11 
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on what preoccupied them and upload the videos to an internal website: “We 

have analysts who will look at this and they come back and tell us, what it is that 

is really going on here, so that we can give a shape to the programs they really 

do want, not just what they think we want to give them” (ibid., 9). About once a 

month, a group of around 15 participants was invited to the BBC to discuss new 

program ideas with the producers, as “a real attempt to try to understand a very, 

very difficult audience for us, who are not going to come to BBC Television, un-

less they were told so by their parents, which puts them off even more” (ibid.). 

And what did the BBC find out through this extensive audience research project? 

What topics were the youngsters interested in? Michael Wilson:  

 

They told us what goes on for them are their bodies, brilliancy in bodies, 

brilliancy in sex, drugs, identity, who are they. … What really interested 

them were young people who had had difficult lives and also had not just 

survived them but have done well through them. … They are not interested 

in Westminster, they are not interested in the economy, they are not inter-

ested in global politics, and they are a bit interested in global warming, but 

not that much really. … This is a big challenge for us, but we thought o.k., 

we will try and find things and ways in which we will do good Current Affairs 

in these areas. (ibid., 8) 

 

From this research emerged a series of programs called F*** offs, such as F*** 

off I‟m a hairy woman, or F*** off I‟m fat, one-hour documentaries “examining 

issues connected with the relationship people have with their bodies” (BBC Press 

Office 2006) and each built around a young protagonist the audience could iden-

tify with. The series was very successful among young viewers (with several of 

the films reaching more than two million people), but stirred a lot of criticism for its 

vulgar title, and the director general of the BBC eventually issued an official apol-

ogy in the corporation‟s annual report: “Some of our punchiest programme titles 

may have put people off watching what was highly informative and well-made 

content" (BBC 2007, 35). Producer Michael Wilson (2008, 10): “The idea was that 

we give it a title that might interest 16-year-olds. … We stopped doing it now, but 

it did actually serve a purpose. It did attract a younger audience.” The next 

project was less controversially titled Born Survivors, telling (in the words of the 

program‟s website) “extraordinary stories of young people surviving whatever life 

throws at them”. The most popular film of the series was Kizzy: Mum at 14 about 

                                                                                                                                 

conspiracies, the Lockerbie bombing, the death of weapons inspector David Kelly, and Osama Bin Laden. 
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a girl who became pregnant at thirteen and was accompanied by the camera 

through pregnancy, childbirth, and the first months of motherhood. Kizzy was a 

huge success with 2.6 million viewers across several reruns on BBC Three and a 

further 2.3 million when it was broadcast on BBC One. Other topics covered dur-

ing the first Born Survivors season were children‟s self harm (Cut Up kids), 

youngsters looking after their parents (Looking After Mum) and poverty (Growing 

Up Skint). Still, the producers were not satisfied with only showing the films on 

BBC Three (and repeating the most successful ones on the flagship channel BBC 

One) since they knew from their research that young people would rather watch 

TV on their own time schedule and not when it was broadcast. Hence, each film 

was repeated up to 15 times, yet an even stronger focus was directed at reaching 

out to young people through the internet. The production team created so-called 

Minisodes, two- to four-minute mini episodes of each film and posted them on a 

plethora of different websites from specialized sites for anorexic girls, self-

harming children etc., to popular file sharing sites such as MySpace, Facebook, 

YouTube, and Bebo. Michael Wilson explains: 

 

We made these three-minute videos embeddable, that means they are 

shareable, just the way YouTube videos are shareable. You can send it to 

a friend, you can comment on it. We‟ve got these seeded around the inter-

net in all these different places and many, many more. The idea of course 

is, if this audience isn‟t gonna come to the BBC, we‟ll go to them. … The 

whole strategy is … to get closer and closer to the audience, because this 

is what the new media can do. (ibid., 12-13) 

 

During the second season of Born Survivors, tackling issues such as anorexia, 

underage drinking, drugs, and parenting, every film was accompanied by several 

Minisodes which were spread across the web with young people commenting 

and debating on them and sending them around. But the producers wanted to 

engage their young audiences even more and came up with a concept of “co-

created content”. When they searched for new protagonists for a topic, they 

would team up the youngsters with BBC journalists and let them make a short 

film telling “their own personal stories of survival” in their own voice and style. So 

far, nine films for this new web-only We Are Born Survivors series have been 

made.40 “BBC Three sees itself no longer as an exclusively TV channel. It sees 

                                                                                                                                 

For details see the program‟s website: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/conspiracy_files/default.stm 
40

 All nine episodes are available on the program‟s website: http://www.bbc.co.uk/bornsurvivors/weareborn 

survivors/ (as of 5.3.2010) 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/progr
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bornsurvivors/weareborn
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itself as 50% TV and 50% multiplatform. … The BBC Three audience actually 

may start online, migrate to TV, move backwards, and the idea is that we pro-

duce content which is easily movable across the different platforms” (Wilson 

2008, 10). The audience seems to appreciate the effort: For the season 2007/ 

2008 the weekly reach of BBC Three increased to 9.7 million viewers, up from 

6.8 million two years earlier (BBC 2008, 35). Meanwhile the experiences on BBC 

Three have influenced Current Affairs on the major channels as well. By the fall 

of 2008, posting Minisodes on the internet ahead of the TV broadcast became a 

standard production practice for Panorama as well. The BBC‟s longest running 

current affairs show revamped its website, made it much more visual and interac-

tive, and employs now its own fulltime multiplatform editor, a former producer of 

Born Survivors (BBC News 2009).  

4.3 The Mouthpiece of a Generation: Neon  

 

 “Milk is a highly complex industrial product today 

– and fuels a remorseless global competition. 

Farmers all over the world are the losers”. Such 

was the lead sentence of an eight-page article in 

a German monthly magazine in November 2009. 

Milk quotas would not be an improbable topic for 

some high-brow political or economic magazine, 

yet the article appeared in Neon, Germany‟s 

most successful lifestyle magazine. And it was 

not a rare exception. In every issue, Neon de-

votes about 20 to 25 of its 160 pages to articles 

on Politics and Society, ranging from tunnel builders in the Gaza strip, profiles of 

a detainee in Guantanamo or a political activist in Pakistan, a reportage on war 

tourists in Iraq, to stories on the victims of nuclear test bombings in Kasachstan, 

the internet election campaign of Barrack Obama, weapon exports in Germany, 

or an essay on the influence of lobbyists.41 “Our readers want that. They also like 

it.” says chief editor Timm Klotzek, who founded the magazine together with his 

                                                

41
 For all covers and all lists of content since the first issue see: http://www.neon.de/magazin/ (as of 9.3.2010) 

http://www.neon.de/magazin/
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colleague Michael Ebert in 2003: “If it was otherwise, we would not do it. The 

space in the magazine is too scarce for that” (Klotzek 2010a*).42 

 

Today, Neon sells more than 230,000 issues every month, an increase of 98% 

within five years, and it reaches 0.95 million monthly readers. Whereas most print 

magazines in Germany lost readers in 2009, the circulation of Neon rose by 8%. 

And what makes it even more attractive to advertisers is its huge success with a 

young audience. The prestigious news magazine Der Spiegel called Neon not 

without reason “the unofficial mouthpiece of the 20-to 35-year olds” (Spiegel On-

line, 2009*).43  

 

 

                               Source: Meedia.de 2010 (Percentage of total readership) 

Fig. 27: Neon Readership by Age Group 

 

More than half of Neon‟s readers are younger than 30 and almost three quarters 

are younger than 40. On average they are 32.3 years old, compared to 47.6 for 

the readership of the popular weekly Stern, or 47.3 for Der Spiegel (Meedia.de 

2010). Neon is the brainchild of Klotzek and Ebert, two former editors of the now 

defunct youth magazine Jetzt (Now), who were hired by Germany‟s largest pub-

lishing company Gruner&Jahr to found a new magazine. After several market 

                                                

42
 If not indicated otherwise, all information and direct citations in this section originate from an extensive per-

sonal interview with Neon‟s chief editor Timm Klotzek on January 12, 2010 at his editorial office at the 

headquarters of Germany‟s largest publishing house (and Neon owner) Gruner&Jahr in Munich. The inter-

view was conducted in German, lasted for one hour and 45 minutes, was digitally recorded and then verbal-

ly transcribed (2010a). On January 20, 2010 Klotzek sent additional answers to several questions via e-mail 

(2010b). Furthermore, he provided me with the detailed (and not publicly available) results of an internal 

market research project for Neon, which was conducted in the fall of 2009 (Neon 2009). All direct citations 

as well as all quotes from various issues of Neon magazine were translated by the author. The recording 

and the transcript of the interview, Klotzek‟s e-mail and the Power point presentation of the market test are 

in possession of the author.  
43

 Original quote: „Inoffizielles Zentralorgan der 20- bis 35-jährigen“. – There is no literal translation for Zentra-

lorgan, which is the German expression for an official, periodical publication of an organization, institution, 

or political party. 
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tests they came up with the idea of a “general interest magazine for the genera-

tion of younger adults. We wanted it to be broad and relevant, and address men 

and women alike… a unisex-magazine” (Klotzek 2010a*). Neon is often praised 

for its ability to capture the Lebenswelt and Lebensgefühl of a generation.44 Chief 

editor Klotzek says:  

 

We were searching for something to identify with, where people would say 

„I like that‟ or „this is like me or like I want to be‟; this feeling of being on 

par and getting along. Thus we had to find this common denominator … 

and very soon we came up with this claim „We should grow up, actually‟ 

(„Eigentlich sollten wir erwachsen werden‟). It‟s this biographic sentiment: 

wanting to move forward in life, having the feeling, I don‟t want to go to 

those college parties any more where I have to take off my shoes, and I 

don‟t want to eat any more chili con carne; yet, at the same time, the hor-

ror of passing through the suburbs and thinking, it won‟t take long and I‟ll 

have one of those row houses and an ugly garage and so forth. So, want-

ing to move forward, and at the same time thinking, oh, my, I can make 

many mistakes here. 

 

Every edition of Neon consists of five main sections: Sehen (See: politics and 

society), Fühlen (Feel: love, friendship, sex, psychology), Wissen (Know: educa-

tion, job, body, everyday life), Kaufen (Shop: fashion, gadgets, travel), Freie Zeit 

(Leisure Time: movies, music, literature), each over 20 to 30 pages. After several 

short introductory items called Wilde Welt (Wild World), the section on politics 

leads into the magazine. It usually has four to six long-form articles, essays, or 

interviews, and a regular double-page spread titled In what kind of country do we 

actually live (on the left page) and In what kind of world do we actually live (on 

the right page), featuring peculiar and odd political topics from Germany or from 

around the world; among them Shabbat-elevators in Israel, U.S. conglomerates 

who make money from their employees‟ deaths, job centers in Germany that 

subsidize trainings for astrologers, or neo-Nazis serving as lay judges in German 

courts (all examples from Neon, March 2010, 28-29). The main articles are quite 

long (2,500 to 5,500 words), lavishly photographed and illustrated, and thorough-

ly researched. For the report on milk quotas (November 2009, 20-28), for in-

stance, a reporter traveled to Cameroon “to profile a cow” (Klotzek), and for a 

story on cocaine trafficking (April 2008, 20-40) a reporter followed a coca bean 

around the world. The issue of March 2010 (the latest one available for this 

study) contained an eight-page report on smuggler‟s tunnels in Gaza, an editorial 

                                                

44
 Lebenswelt: circumstances of life, environment, life style; Lebensgefühl: feeling, attitude, life sentiment. 
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demanding a debt moratorium for Haiti, an interview about legendary student 

leader Rudi Dutschke, a double-page spread of postcards from German soldiers 

in Afghanistan, an article on the causes and consequences of overfishing, and a 

four-page profile of an American soldier, who had sought asylum in Germany 

instead of going back to Iraq. What makes a political story interesting for Neon? 

“It must either be a very broad topic, or a unique approach, or a unique form.” 

says chief editor Klotzek. It should be “personalized. That is a way with such a 

young audience: to approach complex, abstract political constellations with the 

help of protagonists they can identify with.” The article on Gaza (March 2010, 18-

26), for instance, features Nasir and Ibrahim, two Palestinians in their early twen-

ties, who run a small illegal tunnel between Egypt and the Gaza strip. Their life 

stories are used to describe the political and economic circumstances of the Ga-

za conflict in detail, although it is very comprehensible. Most feedback from read-

ers, says Klotzek (2010a*), comes after stories…  

 

…that unsettle or shake the world view of readers. These are not people 

who want simple answers from our magazine. At Neon we do ask ques-

tions more than we answer questions. We try to make people think, chal-

lenge them, rather than spoon-feeding them a certainty, which is alien to 

this generation anyway.  

 

According to regular market research the readers appreciate Neon‟s approach. 

The November 2009 issue, for instance, was thoroughly tested with a sample of 

123 readers aged 18 to 35. The overall assessment of the magazine was ex-

tremely positive, with 88% of the respondents saying there was no comparable 

magazine on the market (Neon 2009, 6). When asked what they liked about 

Neon, the most frequent answers were “good mix of topics”, “interesting topics”, 

and “interesting articles” (ibid., 66*). The article with the best feedback from the 

readers was the cover story on 66 New Tricks For a Better Life, yet the second 

best rated story was The White Flood, the above mentioned report on milk quo-

tas. Almost 100% of the readers paid “some attention” to the story, and 53% 

claimed to have read the full eight-page article. An editorial, urging the new Ger-

man government to Do the Right Thing, was also very well read. As previous 

copy tests show as well, the political articles in Neon are generally judged very 

favorably by its readers (ibid., 31-36). Yet despite the popularity of its political 

coverage, Neon has never had a cover story on a political topic. The chief editor 

is convinced it “would not sell”:  
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There is a difference, whether I like to read something in a magazine that 

I‟ve already bought, or whether I would decide to buy the magazine for this 

story. Do I, as the chief editor, believe that this story will make one of the 

ten people, who pass by the newsstand, stop and buy the magazine? We 

do mention our heavy political topics on the cover, but not as the main story 

that gets the cover photo. We know that people who buy the magazine 

most probably read the first big article, which is usually a political one. But 

making, for example, the „milk story‟ the cover piece would have been sui-

cide. A photograph from the story and a title such as It‟s the Milk: How Milk 

Quotas Worldwide Make Us All Sick – that would have been the worst sell-

ing issue we had ever made. (Klotzek 2010a*)  

 

Almost all cover stories in Neon deal with emotional topics of everyday life, such 

as love (The Rules of Love, December 2009; Do You Have a Secret?, October 

2008), friendship (Do You Know Too Many People?, May 2008; Alone Among 

Friends, June 2009), sex (What Else Do You Want to Try?, June 2008; The Truth 

About Sex, December 2008), jobs (How Ambitious Are You?, March 2009; Do 

You Have the Right Job?, March 2010), or family (Our Parents Will Never Learn 

It, January 2008; Do You Like Your Siblings?, January 2009). The mix does it, 

says Timm Klotzek, and likens his magazine to a lunch or dinner:  

 

It‟s like the courses of a meal. You could leave everything else out and start 

with the meat, but this wouldn‟t be a good meal. You start with something 

light like „Wilde Welt‟, then something „meaty” has to follow, something re-

levant and heavy; hence you allow yourself to read the next story on love-

sickness, before you are ready for the piece on problems at work. After that 

you have earned yourself a fashion spread, and as a dessert the movies, 

music, and books. It‟s like a meal, it‟s a composition. (ibid.*) 

 

And something else stands out from Neon‟s political coverage. There are almost 

never politicians to be found: no profiles, no interviews, no politicians as the main 

protagonists of stories. Not accidentally, explains the chief editor:  

 

We don‟t have a policy of „elected officials are a no-go‟. However, I think 

that most young people are indeed not interested in politics. They are inter-

ested in political issues and topics, though. But in Germany, this classic 

„space ship Berlin‟… there is a great distance and an almost cynical attitude 

towards this party spectacle. I think that kind of stuff makes most people 

tired and puts them off. A story such as „The new shooting star of the FDP‟ 

– I think people couldn‟t care less. But political topics in general, dealing 

with the problems in our society, do engage people very much. It‟s either 

the question „what has it to do with my life?‟ or „I‟ve heard so much about it, 

I want to learn a little bit more‟, like with the Gaza story. A year after the war 
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there, we thought we‟d take a closer look. You get so often peripherally 

touched by the Middle East conflict that you might think sometimes, I want 

to know a little bit more. And, of course, people want to know what‟s going 

on in their own country (ibid.*). 

 

As a typical example, Klotzek mentions an article on poverty in Germany, featur-

ing a woman who tells the story of how, near the end of every month, she regu-

larly goes to a McDonalds restaurant for free napkins which she uses as toilet 

paper for her family, for she has no money left to buy any. The story was only 

illustrated with a photograph of McDonalds‟ napkins. “That was a story that 

worked.” says Klotzek, “It touched you somehow differently and made you think 

„in what kind of country do we live here, and what do those politicians actually talk 

about?‟.”  (ibid.*) Yet if Neon never covers politicians, how are its readers to de-

cide whom to vote for on Election Day? In an e-mail, Timm Klotzek points to a 

site on the internet which is very popular with young voters: “I find these Wahl-O-

Mat websites45 very interesting, on which you can test relatively quickly, and in-

dependent of individuals which party platform is closest to your opinions. Espe-

cially young people are attracted to these websites, which have an enormous 

number of clicks” (Klotzek 2010b*). 

 

In this sense, Neon‟s kind of political coverage is an interesting alternative to the 

often criticized personalization of politics in the mass media which focuses on 

candidates instead of issues. For Neon the personalization of a political story 

means telling it from the perspective of an individual, yet the protagonist is usual-

ly someone young readers can identify with and not a professional politician. With 

its very distinctive style and mix of topics, the six-year old magazine seems to 

have hit a nerve. As the jury who elected the chief editors Journalists of the Year 

in 2006 said: “Others complain about the loss of young readers. Michael Ebert 

and Timm Klotzek show how to win them over: with ambitious journalism that 

creates a desire for reading. Their magazine Neon has become iconic for the 

iPod-generation of 20 to 35-year olds, as it simultaneously appeals to sense and 

sensibility” (Medienhandbuch.de 2006). 

 

                                                

45
 http://www.wahlomat.de/ - The website is run by the Bundesanstalt für politische Bildung, a governmental 

organization, responsible for civic education. The site allows its users to fill out multiple-choice tests on what 

they personally think about different political topics, which are relevant to a specific election. As a result us-

ers are told which party platform matches their political convictions best. The label Wahl-O-Mat is a combi-

nation of Wahl (election) and Automat, thus something like “elect-O-mat”. 
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4.4 Is There Something to Learn? 

Of course, those three case studies show a very different type and style of politi-

cal information from what can be watched every evening on a traditional TV 

newscast or read in a quality newspaper. Irene C. Meijer (2006) has shown im-

pressively that although young adults do not regularly watch serious newscasts, 

they do not want them to be changed fundamentally, for this is what they expect 

of “real news”. On the other hand, television producers and editors can hardly go 

on without any effort to attract younger viewers, since doing so their audiences 

will sooner or later “be dying off”, as BBC producer Martin Wilson drastically put 

it. So, is there anything to be learned from successful programs or formats liked 

the ones described above – either to make existing newscasts more attractive to 

younger viewers, or to develop new programs covering political topics? In the 

following section I will try to extract three potential lessons from the three case 

studies and substantiate them with further insights from research and literature. 

4.4.1 Entertainment and Emotion 

On Monday, November 1, 2004, on the eve of the U.S. Presidential election, Fa-

hrenheit 9/11, Michael Moore‟s controversial “documentary” on the Bush presi-

dency and the “war on terror”, was aired in prime-time on Austria‟s public TV 

channel ORF2. The film was very long, 120 minutes, and to be fully appreciated it 

required some specific knowledge about American politics, yet it was seen in 

Austria by 1.496 million people. It won a unusually high market share of 45%, and 

became the 14th most watched program on Austrian TV in 2004 (ORF 2005). 

Even more surprising, though, was the composition of the audience. Fahrenheit 

9/11 reached its highest market share among 20 to 29-year-olds: 73% of all 

young adults watching TV that evening saw the documentary on U.S. politics. 

Among 12 to 19-year-olds the market share was a stunning 67% and among 30- 

to 39-year-olds it was still 60%. Utterly in contrast to usual political programming, 

the market share for Fahrenheit 9/11 was far higher among younger viewers than 

among older ones: only 29% of its audience was older than 50 (compared to 77% 

for the main evening newscast Zeit im Bild). On average the viewer of Fahrenheit 

9/11 was 40 years old – by TV news standards a youngster.46 There is no re-

search on the motivations of the viewers (who gave the film a very favorable rat-
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ing of 4.2 out of 5), what is obvious though, is the very distinctive and idiosyncrat-

ic style of the “documentary”, which was awarded the Palme d‟Or in Cannes. The 

film is highly political, yet at the same time very entertaining. It is polemical, satiri-

cal, partly extremely funny, and certainly not objective or balanced.  

 

Objectivity as a fundamental norm of professional journalism emerged in the mid-

19th century, when “neutral”, unbiased, fact-based news accounts began to re-

place the old-style partisan press (some scholars name the formation of the As-

sociated Press in 1848 as the birth date of professional objective journalism; e.g. 

Bennett 2009, 183-216). Separating facts from opinion and journalism from enter-

tainment became central “virtues” of the high-modern journalism paradigm of the 

20th century, as Geoffrey Baym calls it (2010, 27-33). The purpose of the news 

was “to record the actual”, the journalistic approach was “that of a stenographer”. 

Journalism was to be separated from entertainment and show business, going so 

far that the television networks in the U.S. headquartered their news divisions in 

New York and their entertainment divisions in Los Angeles, several thousand 

miles apart. With the rise of cable television, however, the sharp distinction began 

to blur. Baym calls the new approach the postmodern paradigm that “endorses 

an affective, subjective model of political evaluation based on personal consider-

ations and grounded in emotional reasoning” (ibid., 57), and cites the coverage of 

the Clinton-Lewinsky affair as a prototypical example. Hence, he argues, political 

information became more and more of a TV spectacle, tightly scripted by cam-

paign professionals first and editors second, accompanied by shouting matches 

of highly opinionated pundits on talk shows, which all in all “has contributed to the 

wider depoliticization of the public sphere and the trivialization of publicity” (ibid. 

58).  

 

Mixing journalism and entertainment is a very delicate practice, of course, and it 

can fail miserably as a plethora of examples impressively demonstrates.47 Still, 

the strict separation of those two realms seems unrealistic, foremost because it 

contradicts a basic premise of human behavior and communication: “People con-

sume content that stimulates their mind and senses. That which angers, excites, 

                                                                                                                                 

46
 Internal audience research date from ORF-Medienforschung 

47
 In 1985, Neil Postman wrote a whole book on the topic that became a worldwide bestseller and – despite 

being quite polemical and not at all objective itself – is still worth reading: Postman 2005. See also Delli 

Carpini/Williams 2001. 
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energizes, entertains, or otherwise creates an emotional response” (Boyd, 2009). 

It enhances neither interest nor understanding, when a topic is presented as bor-

ing as possible. Being entertaining is no flaw in itself and information presented in 

an appealing way does not become less valuable. As Parkin (2009, 10) con-

cludes from his experiments with college students: “When politics is presented in 

an entertaining way, viewers are more likely to pay attention and thus are better 

able to recall and process policy facts.” Bennett (2009, 95) explicitly cites “enter-

tainment and escape” as one of the most important reasons for people to follow 

the news. The entertainment value is even more important to people who are not 

particularly interested in politics and not regular consumers of news. Providing 

them with political information in an entertaining way can expose these enter-

tainment seekers (Prior 2007) to political content they would otherwise ignore. As 

Baum (2003) and others have argued, politically less interested audience mem-

bers can learn about politics as an “incidental by-product” of watching comedy 

programs or talk shows, or as Brewer and Cao (2006, 31) put it, viewers may be 

“accidentally informed … through their efforts to seek amusement”. While this 

argument is generally accepted, results of empirical research about the exact 

nature and extent of political learning through such “Oprah effects” are still ambi-

guous (Jamison/Baum, forthcoming). Undisputed, however, are the motivations 

of younger audiences for the use of television in general: “Whether youngsters 

watch TV basically depends on one criterion: Is the program or station entertain-

ing or not.” concludes Meijer (2006, 14) from her in-depth interviews with hun-

dreds of young people about their media habits.  

 

German political scientist Andreas Dörner (2001) has established the term poli-

tainment in the academic discourse on political communication.48 He defines it as 

“a certain form of public communication conveyed by mass media, in which politi-

cal topics, actors, processes, interpretive models, identities, and concepts are 

assembled into a new reality of politics through the mode of entertainment” (ibid., 

31*). He distinguishes two basic models of politainment: entertaining politics and 

political entertainment. While the former refers to political actors utilizing stylistic 

elements and devices from the entertainment industry, the latter refers to the en-

tertainment industry utilizing political themes, personnel, or events for movies, TV 

                                                

48
 The terms Politainer, Politainment and Politainer Politics were originally coined by Donley and Schultz in an 

article on American wrestler and short-term politician Jesse Ventura: http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/ 

1P3-110477407.html (as of 11.3.2010)  

http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/%201P3-110477407.html
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/%201P3-110477407.html
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shows, plays, books, etc. Dörner holds that politainment can make complex and 

abstract political processes palpable and comprehensible, attract attention, offer 

and popularize values and interpretive patterns, provide links to further debates, 

and open an “emotional access to the political world” (ibid., 34*). The American 

psychologist and political strategist Drew Westen (2008) has written a widely 

cited book on the role of emotion in politics, arguing that in political theory the role 

of reason and rationality is highly overrated. Drawing on findings of cognitive psy-

chology and the results of several sophisticated experiments, Westen proclaims 

that feelings in the form of emotional constraints are much more important to the 

formation of political judgments, attitudes and decisions than rationality based 

cognitive constraints. “We do not pay attention to arguments”, he writes, “unless 

they engender our interest, enthusiasm, fear, anger, or contempt” (ibid., 16). In 

Mindich‟s interviews with young Americans about their media usage, one of the 

most frequently cited reasons for not watching the news was that it would not 

offer the “emotional investment” of entertainment media (2005, 42-47).  

 

But why should political information not be engaging, passionate, and even enter-

taining? Jon Stewart does it every night, highly acclaimed by journalists, and 

avidly watched by almost two million people, most of them young. No one would 

suggest substituting newscasts with political comedy, talk shows, or a TV series 

like West Wing. However, why should political entertainment (Dörner) not com-

plement traditional political coverage, and make less interested segments of the 

audience familiar with political topics and themes? And perhaps even a traditional 

newscast can occasionally afford a twist, something unexpected, or a laugh. This 

is, of course, no plea for turning newscasts into comedy shows. Meijers (2006) 

and MMC‟s (2008) in-depth interviews with youngsters are a strong warning 

against making news outlets too light, too soft, and too much fun, for young 

people do expect “quality news” to be serious. However, presenting and telling 

stories in a more engaging, empathic, sometimes even passionate, and less dis-

tant and detached manner, might enhance a program‟s appeal, as long as the 

audience still perceives the newscast primarily as professional, sincere, and cred-

ible.  
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4.4.2 Relevance and Authenticity  

According to American media scholar W. L. Bennett (2009, 94-95) people have 

several reasons for following the news: (1) curiosity and surveillance, (2) enter-

tainment and escape, and (3) social and psychological adjustment, which Bennett 

describes as “keeping contact with society and our own places in it (How is my 

world? Where do I stand in it?).” This latter motivation is particularly important to 

young people who are still searching for their place in life. In most traditional for-

mats of political information, though, they do not find much about their lives and 

seldom encounter people of their age. Mindich (2005, 53) cites the audience re-

search director of National Public Radio in the U.S., Jackie Nixon: 

 

When you‟re an 18- to 24-year-old, you‟re not thinking a whole lot about 

who‟s going to be the next president of the United States. You‟re really try-

ing to think about, Am I going to get married? Am I going to have a suc-

cessful job? Am I going to be able to afford my apartment? How am I going 

to pay for my car? And, How cute is the chick or the guy at the end of the 

bar? And will they go home with me? Their head is in a different place. 

 

An obvious reason for the success of Neon is its ability to capture the Lebens-

gefühl of its young readers, and to mirror their Lebenswelt in the magazine. The 

same holds for the appeal of the Born Survivors series on BBC, which covered 

everyday problems of young people, featuring protagonists the viewers could 

identify with, and professional experts giving advice, though not in a paternalistic 

manner. Chief editor Timm Klotzek (2010a*) calls Neon an “inspirational maga-

zine”, and this relates very much to what Irene Meijer (2006, 2) was told by her 

young interviewees about their interests: “They are not so much looking for 

„news‟ and information, but rather for inspiration, a sense of belonging and mean-

ing to their life.” Thus, media would “have to learn to create appealing worlds of 

experience”.  

 

In 2007 the GfK-Institute in Austria asked 750 teenagers about the importance of 

different aspects of life to them. Friends came in top with 83% calling them very 

important, followed by leisure time, health, family, education/training, school/job, 

and music, which were all very important to more than 50% of the respondents. 

Politics was very important to only 5%, whereas 41% called it not important at all 

(GfK 2007, 8*). 73% said politics played no role in their circle of friends (ibid., 

15*). Yet the teenagers had a very abstract, distant, and somewhat negative im-



Young Audiences, Mass Media, and Political Information Armin Wolf 

 

96 

age of what politics is: they associated politics with making laws, govern-

ment/administration/parliament, negative comments, law & order, president/ rep-

resentatives, parties, power/conflicts (ibid., 7*). Politicians, at least most of them, 

are clearly not people who are regarded by youngsters as particularly “cool” or 

interesting.49 And most politicians are certainly not perceived as authentic. Au-

thenticity is a notion of high value to young people. They dislike “posers”, people 

they see as not “real”, not “doing their own thing” (Großegger/ Heinzelmaier 

2007, 41-45). In yet another survey of 700 Austrians, aged 14 to 24, almost two 

thirds complained that politicians would not care about the opinions of young 

people. Some quotes from respondents: “Politicians have no idea, what people 

actually need.” “Politicians are the people who tell us, what we have to do.” “Poli-

tics is the babble of old people” (DUK 2007, 11*). This resembled closely the an-

swers in an online forum launched in the UK in 2008, for a study titled Are young 

people allergic to politics? where participants posted comments like:  

 

“I think that politicians give away a negative image towards children be-

cause they are usually old and crusty. Maybe if a young, interesting, fun 

politician was to come by then it would appeal to kids.” “It is believed politi-

cians do not pay attention to us young people. They look down on us and 

point the finger at us whenever something is going wrong in the community. 

Politicians should walk with us and involve us someway.” “When I think of 

politics, I see a group of men debating about one thing or another, and after 

hours of endless droning, nothing is solved.” (YCC 2008, 4)  

 

Being skeptical of politicians and of politics as they know it from the news does 

not mean, though that young people are not interested in political topics and is-

sues. As the BBC Current Affairs team has found in its extensive audience re-

search with young people, they are very interested in almost every topic concern-

ing their daily lives and their environment. Or, as Timm Klotzek (2010a*) de-

scribes the approach of Neon‟s readers: “It‟s either the question „what has it to do 

with my life?‟ or „I‟ve heard so much about it, I want to learn a little bit more‟”. 

Traditional political coverage might have too narrow a picture of politics for most 

young people. They see news coverage as far too focused on processes, details, 

incremental developments, controversies, and professional politicians. To be-

come compelling to young people, political information ought to deal with topics 

they have to deal with, and it ought to feature people they can identify with – 

young people like them. Politician‟s politics is not something many young people 

                                                

49
 There are, of course, exceptions which confirm the rule, such as the Obama youth campaign of 2008.  
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find very attractive. They experience it as boring, detached, petty, and off putting 

– and far away from their lives. To cover topics which are more relevant to young 

audiences is an option for self-contained programs (such as Born Survivors) but, 

of course, it is also feasible for traditional newscasts. Yet another micro-

development in an ongoing political dispute is not necessarily more newsworthy 

than a report on problems which touch the lives of young people, from abortion to 

the job market, from anorexia to the debate on “happy slappings”. It would help, 

of course, if the protagonists of these stories were not just adults who disappro-

vingly shake their heads about “today‟s youth”, or grey-haired experts giving pa-

tronizing advice, but young people talking about what they care most about – 

their lives.  

4.4.3 Information and Social Experience  

According to a very recent study among 2,300 adults in the U.S., the most fre-

quently cited reason for following the news was: “Enjoy talking with friends, fami-

ly, about what‟s happening in the world.” which was mentioned by almost three 

quarters of the respondents (PEJ 2010, 15). New information is, first and fore-

most, a topic for conversation, something to share and talk about with others. We 

use information “to start, maintain, and nurture relationships”, as American media 

critic Jack Shafer (2008) argues in an article on the demise of newspapers in the 

U.S. “What‟s really killing newspapers” he writes, is that “they‟re no longer the 

best providers of social currency”. The task of disseminating information as a 

basis for communication is much better fulfilled nowadays by social networks 

such as Facebook, MySpace, or StudiVZ, which are regularly used by 80 to 

100% of teenagers and young adults, and which allow sharing, linking to, em-

bedding, and commenting on stories. For the BBC Current Affairs team, one of 

their major insights was the importance of transmitting their programs not only on 

a certain TV channel at a certain time, but to make their documentaries almost 

ubiquitously available. The Born Survivors series was broadcast in prime-time on 

BBC Three and then repeated up to 15 times in different time slots, drawing on 

audience research showing that young people watch less live TV. Yet even more 

importantly, the series was spread online through the 2 to 4-minute Minisodes, 

which were not only available 24/7 on the websites of the BBC, but very easy to 

embed into other online portals, homepages, blogs, and social networks. As pro-
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ducer Michael Wilson (2008, 12) said: “If this audience isn‟t gonna come to the 

BBC, we‟ll go to them.”  

 

For young audiences news and information are becoming “a shared social expe-

rience” and “a participatory activity” (PEJ 2010, 40). 71% of adult internet users in 

the U.S. get news forwarded to them through e-mail or posts on social networking 

sites. 48% pass links to news stories or videos along to others. 28% get news 

from people they follow on sites like Facebook or Twitter. And all those percen-

tages are even higher for young adults (ibid.). For people under 30, who regularly 

consume news online, “being able to easily share news content with others 

through emails or posting to other websites”, is the second most important fea-

ture of a website, after “links to related material” (ibid., 42). At the beginning of 

2010 on Facebook alone, 5 billion pieces of content were shared each week. 

Within only seven months, sharing on Facebook has quintupled to each user up-

loading or linking to 12 pieces of content per week (DigitalBeat 2010). Yet with 

the channels of distribution becoming almost limitless while attention remains a 

scarce resource by nature, “what matters is not the act of distribution, but the act 

of consumption.” as social media expert Danah Boyd (2009) points out. 70% of 

American adults agree with the statement, “The amount of news and information 

available from different sources today is overwhelming” (PEJ 2010, 6). Thus, se-

lecting which news to follow, which story to read, or which video to watch, be-

comes essential. No cue is more important to young adults for deciding what is 

worth paying attention to than what their friends say. According to a German 

study among 11 to 29-year olds on the effects of advertising, nothing was more 

effective (in getting attention and influencing behavior) than recommendations by 

friends, far ahead of any other advertising channel (such as test products, TV 

advertising, billboards, etc.; Großegger/Heinzlmaier 2007, 150).  

 

Another possible shortcut to assess the quality of offerings ex ante are recom-

mendations and reviews by other users, which have been extremely popular on 

websites like Amazon or Ebay for many years, but are not utilized very much by 

news outlets. Furthermore, Frieling (2010, 61) points out the value of well estab-

lished brands in enhancing the trust of consumers in the quality of an offering. 

This parallels the findings of MMC‟s (2008) in-depth interviews with online media 

users, according to which young people tend to favor “category killers” in deciding 

which websites to use. Just as they go to sites like BestBuy for electronics, or 
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Ebay for auctions, they prefer well established news sites for news, which is 

clearly a competitive advantage for well-known broadcasters. In the U.S., for in-

stance, exactly half of all young adults who get news online visit a website of a 

TV organization (such as CNN, Fox or CBS) on a typical day. Just so-called news 

aggregators (like GoogleNews or AOL) are used even more frequently (ibid., 26). 

Additionally, TV channels in particular can utilize the image and fame of their on-

air talent. Many television personalities are very popular, command a high level of 

trust, and are brands by themselves. Having them engage the audience online 

(via blogs, Twitter, Facebook, discussion forums, etc.) can help make a program 

part of the permanent online conversation. In any case, news organizations ought 

to have an online presence that is more than just a video player, but one that 

engages its users, lets them comment, debate, participate, and share, and ideally 

provides the resources for a “deep dive” into a story.  

 

Such a website can be as comprehensive as the BBC‟s vast online offerings, 

from its extensive news site with all its background material, to hundreds of pro-

gram websites, from the hugely successful iPlayer, to the Born Survivor Mini-

sodes, and dozens of blogs.50 It can look like thedailyshow.com, where users can 

watch full episodes whenever they like, look up past shows, view only segments 

of the show, comment, rate (Thumbs Up, Thumbs Down), and, of course, share 

items. By March 2010, the most popular video on the site has been watched 

4,428,636 times.51 Similar to YouTube, viewers can choose from the most recent, 

most viewed, or highest rated segments, or randomly (through a Wayback Ran-

domizer). They find background information on the show, the cast, past and up-

coming guests, an Insider Blog and a Daily Show Facebook community of more 

than 500,000 members to “rate, comment or post videos to your profile”. And 

there is a link to indecisionforever.com, another lavish Comedy Central website, 

which aggregates satirical segments from different shows, which all have one 

feature in common: they deal with politics. Or a website can be quite restricted 

like neon.de, where users cannot read a single full-length article from the maga-

zine, but are encouraged instead to discuss topics from the magazine or editor‟s 

                                                

50
 For direction what such a news site should include and how it should look to engage young audiences, see 

MMC 2008. 
51

 The most viewed video (as of 17.3.2010) was Sarah Palin Gender Card of September 3, 2008 (http:// 

www.thedailyshow.com/watch/wed-september-3-2008/sarah-palin-gender-card). It has been watched by 

more people online than the most viewed episode of The Daily Show with Barrack Obama on TV, and is a 

prime example for the critical journalistic approach of the comedy show. 

http://www.dailyshow.com/
http://www.thedailyshow.com/watch/wed-september-3-2008/sarah-palin-gender-card
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blogs, or, most notably, to publish their own stories. As chief editor Timm Kotzek 

(2010a*) explains it: “We put almost nothing on the site ourselves. We just act as 

a sort of house keeper – we open the site, we look after the bathrooms, and we 

watch out that nobody gets beaten up, but apart from that everybody can do 

whatever they want all day long. And we watch what‟s going on, with big eyes 

and huge interest.” Neon‟s editors use their website primarily to get a feeling for 

what their readers are interested in and which topics generate the most heated 

debates, to discuss ideas for future stories, recruit protagonists, get feedback, 

and to engage their audience between their monthly printed editions. For the edi-

torial team, says Klotzek, the website is “part market research, part recruiting of 

protagonists, and of course a means of communication”. For the readers it is “the 

feeling of interaction and the chance to participate in the magazine” (ibid.).52 For 

informing users about political affairs, this approach is too restricted, of course. 

Yet neon.de provides an interesting glimpse into how to engage and involve 

young people on a media website. For news organizations, an online presence 

which makes political content easily accessible (independent of real time view-

ing), combined with the technological and editorial resources that enable users to 

dive deeper, share, converse, and participate, should be an auspicious strategy 

to engage an audience that is not willing to sit still in front of a TV set and wait for 

a broadcast to begin.   

                                                

52
 Neon does not publish any articles from the print magazine on its website since editors fear that it would hurt 

the sales of the magazine. 
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5. Conclusion and Implications 

More than 400 million people worldwide are active on Facebook; in the U.S. 

alone more than 30 billion online videos are watched every month; every minute 

more than 24 hours of video are uploaded to YouTube; in countries such as the 

U.S., the UK, Germany, or Austria, between 80 and 100% of all teenagers and 

young adults report visiting a social networking site at least several times a week: 

all media, that did not even exist five years ago. In 2009, an average American 

teenager consumed almost eleven hours of media content per day just in his lei-

sure time, an increase of 2¼ hours over the past five years. Through multitasking 

these eleven hours of content were crammed into 7½ hours of actual time. They 

were spent listening to music, playing online or computer games, surfing the web, 

watching movies, reading (albeit barely a newspaper), and – almost half of it – 

watching television, which accounts for 4½ hours daily. TV is still the most popu-

lar medium for people of all ages. In the U.S. and Europe, it is the most intensive-

ly used medium and the most trusted. Yet watching television does not neces-

sarily mean watching TV news, at least for young people. The average viewer of 

a network evening newscast in the U.S. is 62.2 years old, and growing older. The 

main evening news of ZDF, Germany‟s second largest public channel, has a 

market share of 4% among people younger than forty.  As for the BBC, one third 

of the audience of its two flagship TV channels is older than 65, and more than 

half is older than 55. Furthermore, news audiences are not only aging, but shrink-

ing as well. In the U.S., the ratings and market shares of network news have de-

clined by almost two thirds since 1980, and total viewership has shrunk by more 

than half. In Europe, the picture looks equally dim. Even though television is still 

the prevalent medium even among youngsters, viewers of TV news, it seems, are 

an endangered species.  

 

In this thesis I have tried to answer several important questions. How has the 

fundamental transformation of the media landscape over the last few decades 

altered media usage, especially that of younger generations? Is it true that young 

people don‟t follow the news? If so, what are the reasons behind it? Will they be-

gin reading newspapers and watching TV news as they get older? Are there 

ways to get young people interested in news and political information? And if not, 

what effects will this trend have on democratic societies? Can a community, 
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based on the idea of an informed citizenry, deal with a citizenry that is not in-

formed?  

 

Some findings compiled in this study are unambiguous: Young people definitely 

consume less news from traditional media sources than their elders. This is con-

firmed by every new statistic on the subject. Teenagers and young adults read 

fewer newspapers and watch less television news. According to the latest survey 

(PEJ 2010, 9) just one third of 18 to 29-year-old Americans “follow the news all or 

most of the time”, yet more than half of those aged thirty to fifty and two thirds of 

those older than fifty. Statistically, news interest increases with age. However, 

and this is one of the most important findings over many years of research: it 

does not increase as people get older – it depends on how old they actually are. 

As Putnam and Köcher have shown for the U.S. and Germany respectively, 

every age cohort essentially maintains its media habits while growing older. Thus, 

people born before 1945 read newspapers as much today as they did in their 

20s, Baby Boomers (born before 1965) watch about as much TV news today as 

thirty years ago, and Generation Xers (born before 1980) follow the news as in-

tensively when they are forty, as when they were 25. “News interest is declining 

generationally” (Putnam). Therefore, one can relatively safely predict that the so-

called Millenials or Digital Natives, who were born after 1980, will not pick up any 

news habits when they turn forty, which they do not already have. Clearly, this is 

not very good news for newspaper publishers and especially for editors of TV 

evening newscasts.  

 

The reason for this is easily explained – the fundamental transformations of the 

media landscape that led to an indefinite expansion of choice. The first decisive 

gap opened up around 1980, with the deregulation of television markets and the 

advent of cable TV. Until then, all the TV networks in the U.S. and public broad-

casters in Europe had aired newscasts in the early evenings. He who wanted to 

watch TV had almost no alternative but the news. Yet with cable (and commercial 

television in Europe) came the leap from a Low-Choice to a High-Choice envi-

ronment (Prior), which enabled TV viewers to opt for entertainment programs 

instead of news. A steady decline in evening news viewership, which still contin-

ues today, was the consequence (aggravated by the emergence of all-news ca-

ble channels, and a strategy of self-cannibalization by broadcasters who multip-
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lied their newscasts over the course of the day).53 Another seminal transformation 

has been the rapid proliferation of the internet since the mid-1990s. Today, prac-

tically every household in the U.S. and Europe with teenage kids or young adults 

has at least one (usually broadband-) internet connection. Since then a genera-

tion of Digital Natives has grown up, who still use no other medium more than 

television; yet they do not watch TV to catch up on the news, but instead to be 

entertained and to relax while often using other media (texting, instant messag-

ing, surfing the web) simultaneously. And they do so increasingly not at the time 

of the original broadcast, but time-shifted via DVR or online. There is still a consi-

derable difference between youth in the U.S., where teenagers report watching 

TV more than four hours a day, and Europe, where German teenagers, for in-

stance, claim to watch roughly two hours daily (and in reality watch less than 100 

minutes). Traditional cultural differences between television-centric and newspa-

per-centric societies (Norris) are not going to disappear for some time, yet the 

usage of traditional media is declining everywhere, albeit at different levels.  

 

With an abundance of media channels at their disposal, most Digital Natives are 

overwhelmed by news and handle this overload by a strategy that researchers 

call grazing, scanning, or snacking on a steady flow of headlines, updates, and 

news bits. Only when a story seems valuable may they decide to take a “deep 

dive” (Palfrey/Gasser), and search for more information, background, and con-

text. Valuable usually means personally relevant or entertaining, and is frequently 

judged according to the recommendation of friends or online communities. Or, as 

one teenager told the researchers, “News kind of comes to me.” Interestingly 

enough, even though young people don‟t watch evening newscasts on TV, they 

do not want them to change much. They watch soft news shows, because they 

are entertaining, but they do not regard them as serious. They think news needs 

to be somewhat boring, otherwise it is not “real news”, but they usually do not 

follow it. Irene Meijer, who detected this striking paradox in her in-depth inter-

views with youngsters, concludes that they see serious news as a “basic social 

service” comparable to health insurance or social security, which should be there 

in case one needs it. Indeed, when huge news stories break (natural catastro-

phes, terrorist attacks, election days), also young people tune in to traditional 

                                                

53
 Prior points out that the overall consumption of TV news has not decreased but has become more unevenly 

distributed, since some people watch more news (especially on all news-cable channels) than 30 years ago, 

while many people watch less or none.  
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“quality” newscasts (and they do so on the most established channels, since they 

are very aware of brands). Most youngsters though see no need to watch the 

news or read newspapers daily: “Millennials want to become informed but they 

don‟t want to follow the news” (MCC 2008). They find political news often confus-

ing, with too much focus on details, incremental developments, and conflict, and 

too abstract and distant from their lives.  

 

As I have shown from various audience research data, one of the few possibilities 

to increase the market share of newscasts among young people, without com-

promising on content, is to air them in a “program environment” or on TV chan-

nels that are in general popular with youngsters. In one case, the average viewer 

age of a newscast could be lowered by seven years, just by shifting it from one 

channel to another, younger one. This seems to be a more promising strategy 

than to make a program itself ostensibly “younger” by concentrating on soft news, 

or changing its format or presentation. However, as three case studies have 

shown, there are different ways to provide political information to younger au-

diences. From these examples which are each (in different ways and by different 

means) very successful in reaching young people, various conclusions can be 

drawn:  

 

(1) Youngsters are attracted to anything that appeals to their emotions, 

makes them laugh, gives them “aha-moments”, and entertains. There is no 

reason why entertaining programs should not convey political knowledge. 

This can be very news-oriented even, as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart 

impressively demonstrates, or it can be more basic and general. However, 

various forms of Politainment – utilizing entertaining formats for political 

content – could be used much more intensively and efficiently.  

 

(2) Nothing interests young people more than their own lives and the prob-

lems that confront young people. News is often neglected because it seems 

to have little to do with their lives and everyday experiences. There are, 

though, many topics of general interest and use that are very important to 

youngsters as the Born Survivors series of the BBC or Neon magazine in 

Germany successfully document. Capturing and reflecting the Lebenswelt 

and Lebensgefühl of young people, by covering topics that are relevant to 
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them with authentic protagonists they can identify with, should be the aim of 

innovative new television formats on politics. 

  

(3) For Digital Natives, information “has a social life” (Palfrey/Gasser). News 

was always a topic of conversation, and is even more so with youngsters 

who are constantly in contact with the 130 “friends” they have on average 

on a social network site. Thus, political information for young people has to 

happen online as well. This does not mean, though, just putting video or 

text on a website. Being online means to engage users by enabling them to 

share content, to embed, comment, rate, add, give feedback, and commu-

nicate; and to provide them with the resources to “dive deep” in form of 

easily accessible and appealingly laid-out back stories, context, and basic 

information.  

 

Some of these strategies can be applied to newscasts as well – first and fore-

most, a less narrow understanding of political information: covering more topics 

of relevance to young people, and protagonists they can identify with, instead of 

daily updates on political strategy, “horse races”, speculations, details, incremen-

tal changes, controversy, and quarreling politicians. Of course, TV news should 

impress with its visual language (as young people are much more “visual” than 

older generations), and it should address viewers on a cognitive and an emotion-

al level alike. Furthermore, a newscast that wants to engage young people, has 

to do so online as well, by complementing its TV coverage with background and 

context, and by becoming part of the permanent online conversation. 

 

However, is this enough to facilitate an informed citizenry? Can it “ensure the 

formation of a plurality of considered public opinions” (Habermas)? Will it enable 

young citizens to “know what the issues are, what their history is, what the rele-

vant facts are, which alternatives are proposed, what the party stands for, what 

the likely consequences are” (Berelson et al.)? Probably not in this literal sense. 

Yet as we have seen, such an ideal of an all-informed citizen is too ambitious in 

any case. Also most of the older generation of avid newspaper readers and TV 

newscast viewers fall short of such high expectations, despite their generally bet-

ter command of factual civic knowledge. Interestingly, their being better informed 

(at least in comparison to today‟s youngsters) was not of much political conse-

quence in the past. While in general voter turnout was higher than today, most 
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citizens tended to vote for the same party at every election, mostly based on their 

social status, profession, place of residence, and religion. It seems that a – see-

mingly – better qualified public debate did not necessarily lead to a livelier de-

mocracy. Beginning in the 1970s, however, a process of dealignment (i.e. wea-

kening ideological attachments, party loyalties, and group-based voting patterns) 

could be witnessed in all modern democracies, due to fundamental societal trans-

formations. When more and more voters think anew ahead of every election 

about who they will vote for, information about candidates, positions, and issues 

becomes much more relevant. But how much information?  

 

Various scholars (beginning with Lippmann and Downs) have argued that it is 

unrealistic and (given the cost) even irrational for an average voter to try to gather 

and analyze all theoretically necessary information to judge even minor political 

issues comprehensively. Therefore, the ideal of the informed citizen has to be 

reconsidered. Pippa Norris has introduced the concept of practical knowledge, 

meaning that the necessary information to form political opinions is always situa-

tional and context-based, but need definitely not be encyclopedic – just as a driv-

er need not fully understand the technical complexity of a car to drive it. Michael 

Schudson has suggested a model of monitorial citizenship. Thus, citizens need 

not be aware of all ramifications of daily politics, but – through peripheral “envi-

ronmental surveillance” – they should become “informed enough and alert 

enough to identify danger to their personal good and danger to the public good.” 

Downs, Popkins and others have shown how citizens utilize information shortcuts 

and heuristics to choose between political candidates or positions, and that the 

results thereof do in general not differ from the choices of voters who have a high 

level of factual knowledge. Furthermore, political learning can also happen as an 

incidental by-product of other activities. Other experiments have demonstrated 

that additional information does indeed have consequences on political attitudes 

and behavior, although it shows its strongest effects with citizens who have com-

paratively low levels of political knowledge while previously well informed partici-

pants do not profit much.  

 

According to the O-M-A framework of Delli Carpini and Keeter, acquiring know-

ledge about politics, as with any learning, requires opportunities, abilities and 

motivations. While motivation and ability are intrinsic and personal, opportunities 

are primarily constituted by the environment. While some knowledge can be ob-
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tained in personal encounters, or assemblies, the most relevant level of the public 

sphere (Gerhards/Neidhardt) are the mass media: Ideally, the media and the pro-

fessional journalists they employ provide facts, perspectives, and opinions on 

political issues and actors; select, interpret, and contextualize; monitor and con-

trol political authorities. According to numerous surveys, of all media television is 

still the primary source of political information in all western democracies and for 

all age groups; for young people though, the internet has already overtaken 

newspapers as a news source. Thus, it is important to keep in mind that news 

found on the web overwhelmingly originates from “traditional” media like newspa-

pers and TV. According to a recent study just five out of one hundred news sto-

ries were originally reported by online media (Journalism.org 2010). But the sto-

ries were, of course, widely disseminated over the internet, not least through the 

websites of traditional media organizations, which are becoming an ever more 

important means of distribution.  

 

For many citizens, especially young people, this amount of information has be-

come stressful. 70% of Americans feel “overwhelmed” by the never-ending 

supply of news through all media channels, and some resort to a strategy of 

avoidance: One in three Americans aged 18 to 24 report not getting any news on 

a typical day. Prior argues, that the continuous decline in news interest over the 

last thirty years has essentially been caused by the transition from a Low-Choice 

to a High-Choice media environment due to technological transformations. Prior 

even goes so far to speak of a dilemma between “two competing values: free 

choice of content and a widely informed and participating public” (2007, 283). 

And obviously, there is no way back – to limited media choice. Prior is skeptical 

of whether different or new forms of political coverage in the media (either in 

news or in entertainment formats), as discussed in this study, will help much, for 

he holds that not many young entertainment-seekers will be reached by such 

programs. He sees the only viable solution in a much stronger focus on civic 

education in schools, as “school curricula can still get away with limiting choices” 

(ibid, 287). David Mindich, in his book Tuned Out (which was the starting point for 

this thesis) also argues primarily for remedies outside of the media sector such 

as coupling college admission not only to SAT scores but to civic knowledge 

tests, for his interviews have shown that young people start to follow the news 

when they are forced to (e.g. in their jobs). Additionally, he suggests mandating 

software manufacturers to include obligatory online portals for news organization 
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in their web browsers, obligatory prime-time debates of candidates, and free TV 

airtime for political advertisements (Mindich 2005, 118-121).  

 

Investing in education is certainly a sensible recommendation, for all available 

studies show that (apart from age) no factor correlates stronger with political in-

terest and news consumption than education. There is probably no more efficient 

way to increase news interest and political participation than providing as many 

young people as possible with the best possible education. Yet as important as 

this is, ceding all responsibility to the school system (or legislators) seems too 

defensive on the part of journalists and the media. They do have a duty to inform 

and educate the public. Of course, this was much easier when the public had no 

choice but to watch the evening news at dinner time. Hence, journalists, editors, 

and producers need to come up with innovative programs that are attractive 

enough to capture the attention of young people, amidst all the text messages, 

Facebook updates, daily soaps on TV, dancing babies on YouTube, new wea-

pons on GTA4, and iPod libraries. And broadcasters need to continue providing 

serious newscasts that fulfill the vital function of a “basic social service” (Meijers), 

even if it will usually not gain huge ratings among youngsters on average days. 

This is, naturally, a paramount task of public broadcasters, which are publicly 

funded, and therefore do not have to bother first and foremost with how to monet-

ize a program. Yet even serious newscasts can be made more accessible and 

appealing to young people without compromising on quality. I have attempted to 

make some suggestions to this avail in this paper. As I have tried to explain, (TV) 

news need not provide encyclopedic information on politics, for there are very few 

people who have the time or desire to become the model all-informed citizen (and 

providing encyclopedic information would not be possible in a 20-minute news-

cast anyway). But the media should enable citizens to acquire the essential prac-

tical knowledge to participate in a democratic society. 

 

Referring one last time to the O-M-A framework of learning, it can be argued that 

in terms of the abilities, the foundations must be laid by the education system. 

The media have to provide the opportunities. However, the motivations are the 

responsibility of the public. Ultimately, the citizens themselves have to decide 

whether they want to acquire any knowledge, irrespective of how old or young 

they are. 
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