The Young’ and
the Restless

by David T. Z. Mindich

hen news executives look at the decline over the past few

decades in the number of people who read or watch the

news, they're scared silly. But then they reassure themselves
that the kids will come around. Conventional wisdom runs that as young men
and women gain the trappings of adulthood —a job, a spouse, children, and
a house —they tend to pick up the news habit, too. As CBS News president
Andrew Heyward declared in 2002, “Time is on our side in that as you get
older, you tend to get more interested in the world around you.”
Unfortunately for Heyward and other news executives, the evidence suggests
that young people are not picking up the news habit—not in their teens, not
in their twenties, not even in their thirties.

When they aren’t reassuring themselves, editors and publishers are
lying awake at night thinking about the dismaying trends of recent
decades. In 1972, nearly half of 18-to-22-year-olds read a newspaper every
day, according to research conducted by Wolfram Peiser, a scholar who stud-
ies newspaper readership. Today, less than a quarter do. That younger peo-
ple are less likely to read than their elders is of grave concern, but perhaps
not surprising. In fact, the baby boomers who came of age in the 1970s are
less avid news consumers than their parents were. More ominous for the
future of the news media, however, is Peiser’s research showing that a par-
ticular age cohort’s reading habits do not change much with time; in
other words, as people age, they continue the news habits of their younger
days. Thus, the real danger, Peiser says, is that cohort replacement builds
in a general decline in newspaper reading. The deleterious effects of this
phenomenon are clearly evident: In 1972, nearly three-quarters of the
34-to-37 age group read a paper daily. Those thirtysomethings have been
replaced by successive crops of thirtysomethings, each reading less than its
predecessor. Today, only about a third of this group reads a newspaper every
day. This means that fewer parents are bringing home a newspaper or dis-
cussing current events over dinner. And fewer kids are growing up in
households in which newspapers matter.

Asimilar decline is evident in television news viewership. In the past decade,
the median age of network television news viewers has crept up from about
50 to about 60. Tune in to any network news show or CNN, and note the
products hawked in the commercials: The pitches for Viagra, Metamucil,
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The young are increasingly immersed in various media, but they consume less and less news.

Depends, and Fixodent are not aimed at teenyboppers. Compounding the
problem of a graying news audience is the proliferation of televisions with-
in the typical household, which diminishes adult influence over what’s
watched. In 1970, six percent of all sixth graders had TVs in their bed-
rooms; today that number is an astonishing 77 percent. If you are in sixth grade
and sitting alone in your room, you're probably not watching Peter Jennings.

ne of the clearest signs of the sea change in news viewing

habits was the uproar following the appearance last fall by Jon

Stewart, host of The Daily Show, a parody of a news program,
on CNN’sCrossfire,a real one. With a median age of 34, The Daily Show’s
audience is the envy of CNN, so when Stewart told Crossfire’s hosts that
their show’s predictable left/right approach to debates of current issues was
“hurting America,” one could have guessed that CNN bigwigs would pay
attention. But who could have foreseen that CNN president Jonathan
Klein would cancel Crossfire? “I agree wholeheartedly with Jon Stewart’s
overall premise,” he told The New York Times. News executives are so des-
perate to get to consumers before the AARP does that they’re willing to heed
the advice of a comedian.

If the young (and not so young) are not reading newspapers or watching
network television news, many assume that they are getting news online. Not
so. Only 18 percent of Americans listed the Internet as a “primary news source”
in a survey released earlier this year by the Pew Internet and American Life
Project and the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. And the
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theory that younger people are more reliant on the Internet for news than
their elders doesn’t hold up. Certainly an engaged minority of young peo-
ple use the Net to get a lot of news, but studies show that most use it primarily
for e-mailing, instant messag-
ing, games, and other diver-
IF THE YOUTH AUDIENCE sions. You only need to wander

into a computer lab at your
IS TUNING OUT local college or high school
NEWSPAPER, TELEVISION, and see what the students have

on their screens for the dismal
AND INTERNET NEWS, confirmation of these choices.

WHAT IS IT TUNING IN? If the youth audience is
tuned out of newspaper, televi-
sion, and Internet news, what, exactly, is it tuning in to? To answer this ques-
tion, I traveled the country in 2002 speaking with groups of young people about
their news habits. My research confirmed what many people already suspect:
that most young people tune in to situation comedies and “reality” TV to the
exclusion of news. I was surprised, though, by the scope of the trend: Most
of the young people I interviewed had almost no measurable interest in polit-
ical news. At Brandeis University in Massachusetts, one student explained
that watching the situation comedy Friends creates a “sense of emotional invest-
ment” and “instant gratification.” This engagement contrasts with the
“detachment” young people feel from public issues such as campaign
finance reform and news sources such as CNN and Peter Jennings. And when
the news and its purveyors are seen simply as alternative forms of entertain-
ment, they can’t compete with the likes of CSI, Las Vegas, American Idol,
and Fear Factor.

he entertainment options competing with the news for the attention

of the youth audience have multiplied exponentially. In the 1960s,

there were only a handful of television stations in any given market.
When Walter Cronkite shook the nation by declaring in a February 1968 report
on the Vietnam War that the United States was “mired in stalemate,” he
spoke to a captive audience. New York City, for example, had only seven broad-
cast stations. At 10:30 p. M. on the night of Cronkite’s remarks, channels 4 and
11 ran movies, channels 5 and 9 had discussion shows, and channel 7 was show-
ing NYPD, a cop show. In this media universe of limited competition, near-
ly 80 percent of all television viewers watched the nightly news, and from the
late 1960s on, Cronkite won the lion’s share of the total news audience.
Today, young people can choose from hundreds of stations, less than a tenth
of which are devoted to news. And that’s not to mention the many competing
diversions that weren’t available in 1968, from video games to iPods. Amid this
entertainment cornucopia, the combined network news viewership has
shrunk significantly —from some 50 million nightly in the 1960s to about 25
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million today. (In comparison, CNN’s audience is minuscule, typically no more
than a million or so viewers, while public television’s NewsHour with Jim Lehr-
er generally reaches fewer than three million viewers.)

The effects of this diet are evident in how little Americans know about
current events. True, Americans have been extremely uninformed for a long
time. Most follow public affairs only in a vague way, and many don’t both-
er to engage at all. In the 1950s and 1960s, at the height of the Cold War,
a poll revealed that only 55 percent of Americans knew that East Germany
was a communist country, and less than half knew that the Soviet Union
was not part of NATO, report political scientists Michael X. Delli Carpini
and Scott Keeter in What Americans Know about Politics and Why It
Matters (1996). In short, there was never a golden age of informed citizenry.
But in recent decades, Americans’ ignorance has reached truly stupetying
levels, particularly among young adults. A series of reports published over
the past two decades by the Pew Research Center for the People and the
Press (and its predecessor, the Times Mirror Center) suggest that young adults
were once nearly as
informed as their elders
on a range of political
issues. From 1944 to
1968, the interest of
younger people in the
news as reported in opin-
ion surveys was less than
five percent below that of
the population at large.
Political debates and elec-
tions in the 1940s, the
Army-McCarthy hearings
of the 19505, and th et o st
Vietnam War in the 1960s

generated as much interest  As they feed the appetite for voyeuristic fare, the news
among the young as media also promote cynicism about its source.

among older people. But

Watergate in the 1970s was the last in this series of defining events to draw
general public attention. (Decades later, in 2001, the bombing of the
World Trade Center towers revived general public engagement, at least for
a few weeks.) Soon after Watergate, surveys began to show flagging inter-
est in current affairs among younger people.

There is no single explanation for this sudden break. Many of the young
people I'spoke with in doing my research were disaffected with the political
process and believed that it was completely insulated from public pressure.
Why, in that case, keep up with public affairs? The blurring line between enter-
tainment and journalism, along with corporate consolidation of big media
companies, has also bred in some minds a deep skepticism about the news
media’s offerings. At bottom, however, the sense of community has declined
as Americans are able to live increasingly isolated lives, spending long hours
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commuting to work and holing up in suburban homes cocooned from the
rest of the world.

The extent of this withdrawal from civic involvement is evident in a poll
conducted during the height of the 2004 Democratic presidential pri-
maries. In response to the question, “Do you happen to know which of the
presidential candidates served as an army general?” about 42 percent of the
over-50 crowd could name Wesley Clark. Only 13 percent of those under
30 could. While these results reveal a general lack of political knowledge
across ages, they also underscore the growing gap between ages.

The shrinking audience for news is undermining the health of many
major news media outlets. The most recent symptom was the revelation last
year that a number of major newspapers, notably The Chicago Sun-Times
and New York’s Newsday, had cooked their books, inflating circulation fig-
ures in order to mask declines and keep advertising revenues from falling.
More insidious—and less widely decried —is the industry-wide practice of
bolstering profits by reducing news content. In newspapers, this is done by
cutting back on the number of reporters covering state government,
Washington, and foreign affairs, and by shrinking the space in the paper
devoted to news. The news media are, in a very real sense, making our world
smaller. On the broadcast networks, this shrinkage is easily measurable: In
1981, a 30-minute nightly newscast on CBS, minus commercials, was 23
minutes and 20 seconds, according to Leonard Downie, Jr., and Robert G.
Kaiser’s The News about the News: American Journalism in Peril (2002). In
2000, the same newscast was down to 18 minutes and 20 seconds. That’s
a lot of missing news.

The failing health of the nation’s news media is not only a symptom of
Americans’ low levels of engagement in political life. It is a threat to politi-
cal life itself. “The role of the press,” writes news media critic James W. Carey,
“is simply to make sure that in the short run we don’t get screwed.”
Independent, fair, and accurate reporting is what gives “We the People” our

check on power. Reporters dig

THE FAILING HEALTH OF up corruption and Confrf)l}t

power; they focus the public’s

THE NATION’S NEWS MEDIA attention on government poli-

IS A THREAT TO POLITICAL cies_and actions that are

unwise, unjust, or simply inef-

LIFE ITSELF. fective. It was the news media

that exposed the Watergate

burglary and cover-up engineered by Richard Nixon, sparked the investiga-

tion of the Iran-contra affair during the watch of Ronald Reagan and George

H. W. Bush, ferreted out Bill Clinton’s Whitewater dealings, and turned a

searchlight on George W. Bush’s extrajudicial arrests of American citizens
suspected of terrorism.

A shrinking audience impairs the news media’s ability to carry out their
watchdog role. It also permits the powers that be to undermine journal-
ism’s legitimate functions. Where was the public outrage when it was
revealed that the current Bush administration had secretly paid journalists
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to carry its water, or when the White House denied a press pass to a real
journalist, Maureen Dowd of The New York Times, and gave one to a polit-
ical hack who wrote for purely partisan outlets using a fake identity? The
whole notion of the news media as the public’s watchdog, once an
unquestioned article of the American civic faith, is now in jeopardy. A
recent study commissioned by the John S. and James L. Knight
Foundation showed that more than a third of high school students feel
that newspaper articles should be vetted by the federal government
before publication.

f we are entering a post-journalism age —in which the majority of

Americans, young and old, have little interaction with mainstream

news media—the most valuable thing we are losing is the market-
place of ideas that newspapers and news broadcasts uniquely provide, that
place where views clash and the full range of democratic choices is
debated. You usually don’t get that on a blog. You don’t get that in the
left-leaning Nation or on right-wing talk shows. But any newspaper worth
its salt, and there are plenty, presents a variety of views, including ones
antithetical to its editorial page positions. These papers are hardly
immune from criticism —they sometimes err, get sloppy, or succumb to
partisan or ideological bias—but they do strive to be accurate and inde-
pendent sources of fact and opinion, and more often than not they ful-
fill that indispensable public function.

America’s newspapers and television news divisions aren’t going to save
themselves by competing with reality shows and soap operas. The
appetite for news, and for engagement with civic life itself, must be nur-
tured and promoted, and it’s very much in the public interest to under-
take the task. It’s not the impossible assignment it may seem. During the
course of my research, [ met a group of boys in New Orleans who were
very unlikely consumers of news: They were saturated with television pro-
grams and video games, they were poor, and they were in eighth grade.
Yet they were all reading The New York Times online. Why? Because one
of their teachers had assigned the newspaper to them to read when they
were in sixth grade, and the habit stuck. There’s no reason why print and
broadcast news shouldn’t be a bigger part of the school curriculum, or
why there shouldn’t be a short civics/current affairs section on the SAT
for college-bound students, or why all high school seniors shouldn’t
have to take a nonbinding version of the civics test given to immigrants
who want to become U.S. citizens. And why shouldn’t broadcasters be
required to produce a certain amount of children’s news programming
in return for their access to the public airwaves? These are only the most
obvious possibilities.

Reporters, editors, producers, and media business executives will all
need to make their own adjustments to meet the demands of new times and
new audiences, but only by reaching a collective judgment about the value
and necessity of vigorous news media in American democracy can we hope
to keep our public watchdogs on guard and in good health.
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