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Newspapers and Political Awareness™

Jeffery J. Mondak, University of Pittsburgh

Theory: The theory of print superiority is examined as it relates to the role of
local newspapers in facilitating information acquisition about U.S. elections.
Hypothesis: The appearance of print superiority reflects variance in the charac-
teristics of different news mediums’ audiences rather than a unique capability
of local newspapers to convey information.

Method: Capitalizing on Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania’s eight-month newspaper
strike in 1992, survey data from the Pittsburgh and Cleveland areas are com-
pared via a quasi-experimental method.

Results: Exposure to a major local newspaper does not enhance knowledge of
national or international politics, but contributes to self-perceived knowledge
regarding local political campaigns. Characteristics of respondents, including
education and prior political knowledge, are the strongest predictors of informa-
tion acquisition concerning national and international events.

Many pivotal questions concerning the relationship between news
media and electoral behavior involve the extent to which media facilitate
learning about politics. This matters because effective democratic gov-
ernance presupposes the presence of an informed electorate. Popular
input into government will be vacuous if citizens fail to understand the
political system, or if citizens fail to comprehend the intricacies of policy
debates. Consequently, many analysts are disturbed that Americans as
a whole apparently possess what little understanding of politics. For
example, Bennett (1988) critiques citizenship in the United States, draw-
ing on evidence that a large portion of Americans cannot pass a test of
basic political knowledge. Barely half of the persons surveyed as part
of the National Election Studies can name the congressional candidates
in their district (Yeric and Todd 1989), and knowledge levels are still
lower for questions concerning specific policies and issues (e.g., Kuklin-
ski, Metlay, and Kay 1982; Sigelman and Yanarella 1986).

My focus is the relationship between news media and political

*This study was supported by a Central Research Development Fund Grant from the
University of Pittsburgh. I wish to thank Kevin Olson for his valuable research assistance,
Joyce Slater for her work in coordinating data collection, and Damarys Canache, Bob
Huckfeldt, Bert Rockman, and Austin Works for their helpful comments. Thanks also to
the 635 residents of Cleveland and Pittsburgh who graciously participated in this study.
Data used in this paper and materials necessary to replicate the analysis are available
from the author.
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514 Jeffery J. Mondak

awareness. Television is one of the alleged culprits responsible for low
levels of political knowledge in the United States. Newspapers, the
argument goes, are relatively well suited to convey information about
politics, but the growing significance of television has numbed the minds
of Americans. This raises the central empirical question to be addressed
in this paper: do local newspapers uniquely contribute to the information
base of the American electorate? Previous research on this question
has produced conflicting evidence, in part because of the variety of
methodological approaches employed. This study capitalizes on unusual
social circumstance—the eight-month 1992 newspaper strike in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania—will investigating its impact on levels of political
awareness.

Broadcast Media, Print Media, and Information Acquisition

Research on the question of which news medium best promotes
information acquisition has been inconclusive. Cross-sectional individ-
ual-level studies typically suggest citizens learn more from newspapers
than from television. Survey data provide a measure of the respondents’
political awareness, and also indicate each respondent’s primary news
source. Regressing the former variable on the latter usually demon-
strates that people who turn to newspapers as their primary source of
news know more than people who turn to broadcast media (e.g.,
Robinson and Levy 1986; Robinson and Davis 1990; Berkowtiz and
Pritchard 1989; Weaver and Drew 1993).

That such studies identify a causal relationship must be viewed with
skepticism. Many factors distinguish newspaper readers and nonread-
ers, and any combination of those factors may account for aggregate
differences in knowledge levels. Analysts sometimes address this point
by including statistical controls for education or other characteristics of
their survey respondents. However, because the control variables are
correlated with the choice of a primary news medium, it is not possible
to derive a unique statistical estimate for any of the independent vari-
ables.

Two recent studies challenge newspapers’ unique ability to foster
information acquisition. Price and Zaller (1993) find that newspaper ex-
posure is generally unrelated to news recall in multivariate statistical
models that account for the influence of prior political knowledge. Simi-
larly, Neuman, Just and Crigler (1992) show that the link between
knowledge and news medium evaporates when they control for the cog-
nitive skill of their experiments’ participants. Prior political knowledge
and cognitive skill damage the purported impact of newspaper exposure
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NEWSPAPERS AND POLITICAL AWARENESS 515

on information acquisition because both variables indicate the individ-
ual’s motivation and ability to assimilate new information. The acquisi-
tion of new information comes most easily for persons generally familiar
with the issue in question, and for persons willing to expend the effort
needed to process the new data.

Proponents of print superiority may question the control variables
introduced in Price and Zaller (1993) and Neuman, Just, and Crigler
(1992). A lifetime of exposure to newspapers may contribute to a per-
son’s prior political knowledge as measured by Price and Zaller. Like-
wise, reading the newspaper may hone the cognitive skills discussed by
Neuman, Just, and Crigler. Additionally, the laboratory context of the
Neuman, Just, and Crigler possibly intensified participants’ attention to
the project’s television news stories, overcoming the important real-
world differences in format that distinguish newspapers from television.

Ultimately, the question remains open as to whether newspapers
possess some unique capacity to foster learning. No method in the social
sciences is without limitations, and thus confidence in findings often
grows only when there is an accumulation of corroborating results from
a diversity of methodological perspectives. Toward this end, it would
be highly instructive if we could compare the knowledge levels of indi-
viduals who live in a world with newspapers with those of individuals
who do not have access to newspapers. Such comparison is the objec-
tive of this study.

Designing the Social Experiment

Methodologically, this study hinges on a simple premise: insight
regarding the significance of newspapers can be gained by examining
how people are affected when newspapers are not available. Due to a
strike by drivers employed by the Pittsburgh Press Company, Pittsburgh
residents had no major local newspaper for eight months, from May 18,
1992 to January 18, 1993. The strike began soon after Pennsylvania’s
primary elections, meaning that Pittsburgh voters weathered the entire
1992 general election season without newspapers. This study introduces
an experimental dimension by contrasting political behavior in Pitts-
burgh with political behavior in Cleveland, Ohio, where access to major
local newspapers was not constrained.

Data are from a postelection survey administered in Pennsylvania’s
Allegheny County and Ohio’s Cuyahoga County. Telephone interviews
were conducted between November 13, 1992 and December 7, 1992.
The full data base includes 635 individuals who voted in the 1992 general
election. There are 100 or more completed interviews from the incounty

This content downloaded from
47.32.77.177 on Mon, 11 Jan 2021 17:11:42 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



516 Jeffery J. Mondak

portions of six congressional districts, three each in the Cleveland and
Pittsburgh metropolitan areas.!

Since Cleveland respondents had access to a major local newspaper
while Pittsburgh residents did not, we can determine how local newspa-
pers affect information acquisition by comparing knowledge levels
among the two sets of respondents. The strike acts as an experimental
manipulation, but one that is imposed on an entire metropolitan area
rather than just a small group of laboratory subjects. Because everybody
in the area lacked access to a major local newspaper, the design cuts
through the tangled web of causality faced in many previous studies.

The quasi-experimental design escapes the artificiality of laboratory
experiments, but also fails to capture the critical methodological
strength of the laboratory experiment, random assignment of partici-
pants. In the laboratory, characteristics of participants will vary, but
randomization means that the statistical contribution of such variance
will be random error. Cleveland and Pittsburgh are different, and per-
haps what makes Cleveland different from Pittsburgh will also produce
variance in the political behavior of voters from the two regions. How-
ever, Cleveland was chosen as the second area to be studied because
Pittsburgh and Cleveland have much in common culturally, historically,
economically, and politically. Such commonality potentially serves to
limit the methodological consequences of the absence of randomization.

It is my contention that the single factor likely to produce different
levels of information acquisition in Pittsburgh and Cleveland was the
newspaper strike. Evidence for this point emerges from review of aggre-
gate characteristics of the two counties’ populations, and from compari-
son of Cleveland and Pittsburgh respondents on a variety of individual-
level traits. First, Cuyahoga and Allegheny counties are comparable in
size, economic performance, and educational attainment, and the 1992
presidential vote in the two counties was virtually identical both in the
number of total votes and in the distribution of votes among the leading
candidates. Second, this study’s Cleveland and Pittsburgh respondents
are statistically indistinguishable on numerous political and demo-
graphic traits, including age, education, income, partisanship, strength
of partisan attachments, ideology, and civics knowledge. In short, the
Cleveland and Pittsburgh data are sufficiently comparable to enable
meaningful quasi-experimental analysis (Mondak 1993).

IThe six districts are Ohio’s 10, 11, and 19, and Pennsylvania’s 14, 18, and 20. The
survey includes 107 items focusing on respondents’ political and demographic characteris-
tics, vote choice, media use, political discussion, and political knowledge. The study’s
completion rate is slightly greater than 40%. For more detailed discussion of the survey’s
design see Mondak (1993).
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NEWSPAPERS AND POLITICAL AWARENESS 517

In any experiment, proof must be provided that the manipulation
worked as intended. Here, it is essential to demonstrate that the newspa-
per strike altered media-use patterns. Denied access to a major daily
paper, Pittsburgh respondents report receiving substantially less cam-
paign information from local newspapers than respondents in Cleveland
(Mondak 1993). The large gaps between Cleveland and Pittsburgh are
nearly identical in size for the presidential, senate, and U.S. House
races. Further, the strike limited actual levels of media exposure for
the House races, because Pittsburgh residents were unable to locate
satisfactory substitutes for their missing newspapers.?

This study’s measures focus-on national and international affairs.
But perhaps most people do not read the local newspaper to acquire
such news. People who turn to print media for national and international
news may have as their primary source either magazines or national
newspapers. If this is the case, then the deck would be stacked against
the print-superiority thesis by virtue of this study’s design. However,
for most people the local newspaper is clearly the primary print medium
for national and international news. First, local newspapers win the
battle versus news magazines and national papers largely by default;
the combined weekly circulation of the top magazines is under ten mil-
lion, and the combined daily circulation of the top national newspapers
is barely five million (Davis 1992). Second, local papers do cover na-
tional and international affairs. In October, 1992, for example, there
were 218 front-page stories in the Cleveland Plain Dealer. Of these,
68% concerned national or international events. Third, surveys show
that national print sources have little reach compared with the local
newspaper. In Cleveland, for instance, 19.4% of this study’s respon-
dents said that the local newspaper was their primary source of news
about the 1992 presidential campaign, and 46.9% said it was their second
source. The comparable scores for national newspapers and magazines
combined are only 5.8% and 9.1%.

Objective Measures of Knowledge

To determine the impact of local newspapers on political knowl-
edge, knowledge scores for Cleveland and Pittsburgh respondents will
be compared. The most common approach in measuring knowledge is
use of an objective test; survey respondents answer a quiz designed

2Pittsburgh residents turned to broadcast media and national print sources for news
about the senate and presidential campaigns, and generally found those alternatives to be
acceptable replacements for the local newspapers. In contrast, adequate substitutes were
not available for news pertaining to the region’s U.S. House races.
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518 Jeffery J. Mondak

to gauge political awareness. However, considerable caution must be
exercised to construct an effective objective measure (see Delli Carpini
and Keeter 1993). Further, analysis of how well survey respondents
recall a few stray facts about politics arguably sidetracks us from study
of the fundamental dynamics of political behavior. Teachers recognize
that the student who best remembers names and dates does not neces-
sarily hold the best understanding of history. Likewise, the voter who
can recall the names of every candidate for every office may not possess
a particularly deep understanding of political affairs.

Despite possible limitations, the objective measure of political
knowledge may be our best tool to identify levels of political awareness.
Hence, an extensive battery of knowledge items was included on the
postelection survey. Specifically, the survey includes 17 questions de-
signed to measure respondents’ knowledge of national and international
affairs. Table 1 summarizes the knowledge items, and reports results
for the two sets of respondents: differences between Cleveland and
Pittsburgh are minimal. In no case does the gap reach conventional
levels of statistical significance, and only three items (2, 3, and 17) even
approach statistical significance.’

The 17 items form three distinct batteries. Questions 1-5 focus on
matters that were in the news contemporaneous with the 1992 cam-
paigns, but that did not directly concern the campaigns. These current
events items were constructed using a two-step procedure. First, the
news sections of all September and October 1992 issues of the Cleveland
Plain Dealer were analyzed to select topics for possible inclusion on the
postelection survey. Second, approximately 80 students in two political
science courses at the University of Pittsburgh answered a series of
knowledge items resulting from that analysis. I first selected for the
public-opinion survey questions that had been answered correctly by at
least 20% of students on the pretest. Among the resulting subset, I then
picked five questions that varied in degree of difficulty. Zaller (1992)
argues that when only a few items are used to measure a knowledge
domain, a mix of easy and difficult questions should be included. This
approach reduces the average inter-item correlation, but facilitates con-

3Exact wording of the knowledge questions is available from the author. In some
cases, respondents could have known the answers to the questions in Table 1 prior to the
onset of Pittsburgh’s newspaper strike (e.g., #3 ‘“What is NAFTA?’; also #5 and #8),
possibly minimizing the significance of the Pittsburgh-vs.-Cleveland comparisons. How-
ever, there is no difference in the pattern of results for these few items and the rest.
Indeed, the NAFTA item is one of the three in which Cleveland respondents outscored
their Pittsburgh counterparts by a margin that approaches statistical significance.
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520 Jeffery J. Mondak

struction of a scale that better differentiates knowledge levels than if all
questions are of mid-level difficulty (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993).

In Table 1, results for the first five items reveal that the questions
did indeed vary in difficulty. Overall, results for the five items provide
no evidence that local newspapers uniquely contribute to knowledge
regarding national and international affairs. Cleveland scores exceed
marks for the Pittsburgh respondents on four of the items, but the slight
differences are unsatisfactory proof that local newspapers affect read-
ers’ knowledge levels. Further, comparison of summed responses for
all items in the first battery shows no Cleveland vs. Pittsburgh difference
@ = 1.197).

The second battery of knowledge addresses campaign news, or,
broadly, the horse-race aspect of the 1992 elections. Questions 6-11
were chosen from a larger item set on the basis of pretest results. This
battery performs quite well, with the percentage of respondents answer-
ing the items correctly ranging from 13% (item 9) to 86% (7). Cleveland
and Pittsburgh scores are highly similar for all questions in this battery,
and also for summed responses for all items in the battery (¢ = .355).
We fail again to find evidence that access to a local newspaper influences
voters’ knowledge of national politics.

Questions 12—17 are about policy positions advanced by the three
presidential candidates. With one exception (question 13), these items
were drawn from a special series that was run by the Cleveland Plain
Dealer from late September to Election Day. Once again, the particular
questions included on the post-election survey were determined by pre-
test results. The Plain Dealer’s series presented the candidates’ views
on a specific issue each day. Each article appeared on a page of section
A that was devoted to campaign news. A sidebar usually titled ‘‘Candi-
dates’ Views’’ served to highlight this issue coverage.

The Plain Dealer’s issue series apparently did not much enhance
the information level of the Cleveland electorate. Cleveland respondents
outperformed their Pittsburgh counterparts on only three of the six pol-
icy items, and the difference approaches statistical significance only for
item 17. Likewise, scores for the battery as a whole are similar in the
two regions (¢t = .604). Voters with access to a major local newspaper
that specifically highlighted the issues learned nothing more about those
issues than did voters who had no newspaper at all. The evidence runs
in-strong contrast to the oft-stated conclusion that newspapers uniquely
contribute to voters’ issue awareness.

Cleveland and Pittsburgh results for the 17 knowledge items do not
differ in any significant or systematic manner. Thus, local newspapers
apparently do not uniquely augment information acquisition, in national
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NEWSPAPERS AND POLITICAL AWARENESS 521

and international affairs. However, debate over the information value
of newspapers usually pits the local newspaper against broadcast media.
Table 1 shows local newspaper offer no singular contribution to the
knowledge base of the electorate, but this finding does not speak directly
to the contrast between newspapers and broadcast media. Other print
sources are part of the information mix. Some Pittsburgh respondents,
especially those with robust civics knowledge, turned to national print
media when local newspapers became unavailable (Mondak 1993). That
reliance on national print sources may account for the absence of an
information gap seen in Table 1. Thus, it remains possible that local
newspapers better inform their audiences than do broadcast media.

If we can account for the influence of national print media within
the information mix, then the comparison reduces to broadcast media
and local newspapers (Cleveland) vs. only broadcast media (Pittsburgh).
Unfortunately, it is not possible to control statistically for the effects of
national print media and still maintain the purity of this study’s quasi-
experimental design. Pittsburgh respondents who relied on national
print media are not a random subset of Pittsburgh voters. Instead, per-
sons with robust civics knowledge were the most likely to turn to na-
tional newspapers and magazines for information about the presidential
campaign. Thus, if an effort is made to control for national print media,
then it is essential to also control for civics knowledge. Identical circum-
stances demand control for education.*

The impact of national print media will be measured with a dummy
variable coded 1 for respondents who reported national newspapers or
magazines to be one of their top two sources of news about the presiden-
tial campaign. This variable is then added to regression models in which
the dependent variables are scales created from responses to the three-
batteries-of-knowledge items:

Current-Events Knowledge = a + b, Pittsburgh + b,Civics
Knowledge + b;Education + b,National Print Media

Simultaneous estimation of b, and b, determines if knowledge levels
in Cleveland and Pittsburgh differ after accounting for the influence of
national print media. However, we know that civics knowledge and
education are correlated with use of national print media, and that civics
knowledge and education both predict information acquisition. Thus,

4Civics knowledge is coded 0 to 4, the number of basic knowledge questions an-
swered correctly by the respondent. Education is coded 0 (grade school or less) to 7
(graduate school).
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522 Jeffery J. Mondak

Table 2. Regional Variance in Political Knowledge, with Control for Use
of National Print Media

Dependent
Variable
Current Events Campaign News  Policy Positions
Constant —0.119 1.673%*** 0.842%***
(—0.948) (10.798) (4.542)
Pittsburgh —0.098 —0.075 —0.090
(—1.332) (—0.804) (—0.839)
Civics knowledge 0.390%*** 0.435%+%* 0.389****
(12.482) (11.405) (8.485)
Education 0.060%** 0.050* 0.054*
(2.817) (1.923) (1.703)
National print media 0.329%* -0.379 0.582%**
(2.596) (—1.399) (3.123)
Pittsburgh X national — 0.748** —
print media
(2.304)
Number of cases 629 628 629
R? . .265 216 155
Change in R? .008 .007 .013

Note: The *‘change in R?"’ statistic indicates the improvement in model performance that
comes with adding the national print media terms to models that include only Pittsburgh,
civics knowledge, and education. ¢-values are in parentheses

*p < .10; ¥*p < .05; ***p < 01; ****p < 001,

these variables must be included in the statistical models, or else the
coefficient for national print media will be artificially inflated. That bias
would affect the estimate for the Pittsburgh-vs.-Cleveland contrast, and
thus would preclude assessment of the impact of local newspapers on
information acquisition.

Regression estimates are depicted in Table 2. The Pittsburgh
dummy variable (1 = Pittsburgh; 0 = Cleveland) represents the impact
of living in a region where local newspapers are not available, control-
ling for the influence of national print media. This variable contrasts the
effect of access to only broadcast media (Pittsburgh) with the effect
of access to both broadcast media and local newspapers (Cleveland).
Unfortunately, this test is neither as pure nor as simple as the previous
quasi-experimental comparisons. Nevertheless, the results in Table 2
are quite striking: even after controlling for the impact of national print
media, access to a major local newspaper has no effect on knowledge
of current events, campaign news, or candidates’ policy positions.

Civics knowledge emerges as an extremely strong and consistent
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NEWSPAPERS AND POLITICAL AWARENESS 523

predictor of information acquisition. This finding corroborates Price and
Zaller’s (1993) point that prior political knowledge outperforms compet-
ing variables as a measure of media exposure. Education also acts as a
highly consistent predictor of knowledge, but the independent effect is
much weaker than that of civics knowledge. Finally, results for the
national-print-media dummy variable are mixed. For all respondents,
reliance on national print media predicts both current events knowledge
and knowledge of the presidential candidates’ policy positions (for these
dependent variables, the national print media X Pittsburgh interactions
were insignificant). In contrast, reliance on national print sources in-
creased knowledge of campaign events only for Pittsburgh respondents.
Although the impact of national print media provides some support for
a specialized version of the print superiority thesis, too much should
not be made of this point. The change in R? statistic at the bottom of
each column in Table 2 indicates the improvement in model perfor-
mance when the national print media variables are added to a model
including only the  Pittsburgh dummy variable, civics knowledge, and
education. These scores are extremely slight, providing further evidence
for the point made previously by Price and Zaller (1993) and Neuman,
Just and Crigler (1992): characteristics of the person drive information
acquisition far more than do characteristics of the medium.

Subjective Measures of Knowledge

Despite their strengths, objective-knowledge questions alone do not
provide a fully satisfactory indicator of political knowledge. As a com-
plement to objective recall items, the postelection survey also include
a simple alternative: respondents were asked to assess their knowledge
about the 1992 presidential, senate, and U.S. House candidates. On the
plus side, each question’s parameters perfectly match the domain of
interest. For example, rather than sampling a respondent’s recall of
various facts concerning a U.S. House race, a single item can be used
to capture the entirety of the subject. The down side, of course, involves
the highly subjective nature of self-assessment. However, this limitation
does not hamper comparison of Cleveland and Pittsburgh data. What is
some knowledge to one respondent may be a great deal of knowledge
to another, but there is no reason to believe that what is ‘‘some’” knowl-
edge in Cleveland constitutes ‘‘a great deal’’ of knowledge in Pittsburgh.

Table 3 displays results for the self-reported measures of political
knowledge. The data instill at least some confidence that respondents’
self-reports provide useful information. First, respondents willingly ad-
mitted to being imperfectly informed. Some respondents may have exag-
gerated their knowledge levels, but the aggregate scores fall far enough
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524 Jeffery J. Mondak

Table 3. Self-Reported Knowledge about the 1992 Presidential, Senate,
and U.S. House Campaigns

Cuyahoga Allegheny
County County t-Value N
Presidential 2.537 2.666 —2.624* 631
Senate 1.997 2.065 —0.068 635
House 1.967 1.717 3.702*%* 630

Note: Cell entries are regional means. Data are drawn from three questions: ‘‘By the
end of the campaign, how much did you know about this year’s presidential, senate,
congressional candidates—a great deal, some, only a little, or none at all?’’ Results are
coded 0 (none at all) to 3 (a great deal).

*p < .01; **p < .001.

below the theoretical maximum of 3.0 to suggest that such exaggeration
was not universal. Second, results form an intuitively appealing pattern,
with self-reported knowledge reaching its highest point for the presiden-
tial race, and its lowest for the U.S. House elections. It is highly plausi-
ble that respondents as a whole were indeed considerably more in-
formed about the presidential candidates than about the Senate
candidates, and were somewhat more informed about the Senate candi-
dates than about the House candidates.

Comparing results for Cleveland and Pittsburgh, we see very differ-
ent patterns for the three sets of elections. At the presidential level,
scores reach high marks in both Cleveland and Pittsburgh. The advan-
tage in Pittsburgh is substantively minor, but the effect does achieve
statistical significance. Together, results for the presidential and Senate
elections are highly revealing when considered from the perspective of
Pittsburgh’s newspaper strike: voters without access to a major local
newspaper perceived themselves to be at least as well informed about
the 1992 presidential and senate elections as voters who did have access
to a local newspaper.

In contrast with results for the presidential and senate elections,
scores for the House races suggest that media exposure does influence
political knowledge. Self-perceived knowledge is a full one-quarter of a
point lower in Pittsburgh than in Cleveland. Pittsburgh voters were not
able to find fully satisfactory alternatives to the striking newspapers for
news about the local U.S. House races. Table 3 reveals that living in a
media-poor decision-making context brings an important tangible impli-
cation: when media exposure is limited, voters report a corresponding
decline in their knowledge about the subject in question.

For years, analysts have debated the relative worth of print and
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NEWSPAPERS AND POLITICAL AWARENESS 525

broadcast media. Useful perspective is gained by stepping back and
considering what the audience members themselves have to say about
the question. Self-reported knowledge levels reveal that voters perceive
that lack of access to a major local newspaper brings no handicap what-
soever provided that alternative news sources are available. Pittsburgh’s
presidential and Senate voters were entirely unfazed by the absence of
their daily newspapers. If self-reported measures of knowledge can be
accepted as valid, then these results indicate that local newspapers en-
joy no unique ability to enhance the information base of the electorate.
Only for the House races, where the newspaper strike limited actual
media exposure, did Pittsburgh voters perceive that their knowledge
about the candidates suffered.

Conclusion

In 1992, residents of the Pittsburgh area lived for eight months with-
out a major local newspaper. This study reveals that this lack of access
to print media brought strikingly little influence on the ability of Pitts-
burgh residents to keep informed about national and international
events. The absence of local newspapers had no effect on any objective
indicator of political awareness, whether it be an individual fact or a
knowledge domain. Further, control for exposure to national print me-
dia failed to alter results, and exposure to national print media added
only very slightly to readers’ knowledge levels. Likewise, survey re-
spondents did not perceive the absence of a local newspaper to have
any adverse effect on their ability to stay informed about the 1992 presi-
dential and Senate campaigns. Cumulatively, the evidence is shattering
for any theory of print superiority.

Local newspapers may exert no unique influence on the information
base of the American electorate, but this does not suggest that media
are irrelevant. Media do matter. When voters live in a media-poor envi-
ronment, as Pittsburgh’s House voters did in 1992, knowledge levels
decline. Hence, contrary to minimal-effects views of media, the dynam-
ics of political behavior are affected by media exposure. However, these
same dynamics are not influenced by the particular medium from which
the voter receives the news. The importance of local newspapers is
not some mystical capacity to convey a deep understanding of factual
information. Instead, the local newspaper is important because it often
is the only medium to provide adequate coverage of local politics.

Methodologically, this study demonstrates that there is much to be
gained by merging the characteristic strengths of survey and experimen-
tal designs. Previously, different methods have produced different re-
sults, and doubt has remained regarding the influence of media exposure
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on information acquisition. By capitalizing on unique social circum-
stances, this paper’s quasi-experimental design has captured both the
internal validity of the experiment and the external validity of the sur-
vey. Similar quasi-experimental techniques promise to augment under-
standing of many social and political phenomena.

For many analysts, it will remain troubling that American citizens
demonstrate a consistently poor understanding of the basic facts of gov-
ernment. Unfortunately, the prescription for that end remains elusive.
The easy answer is to blame the citizen. People just do not care enough
about politics. People will not even read a newspaper. However, this
study suggests that the easy answer misses the mark. Television is not
the culprit, and local newspapers are not the savior. If we truly desire
to increase the knowledge levels of voters, the most immediate returns
likely will be gained by improving the clarity with which issues are
debated by candidates, and reported by media.
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