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COMMUNITY DISQUSSION AND NEWSPAPER CONTENT: EXTENDING THE AGENDA-3ETTING
CONCEPT ’ R

. s
- L. Erwin Atwood, Ardyth Soft, and Harold Sghn s v
Ly School of Journalism
Southern Illinois University . .

*was national wire service material while 25.9 per cent was local Kews.

Agenda-setting research has-focused primarily upon political cdmpaigns
and the findings leave little doubt as to the eorredgondence between media
and public attention to the primary topics of the election contests. The
study reported here attempts to expand\tha arena of agenda~setting to
include the broad spectrum of content in a small daily newspaper ahd what -
the pcople of that newspaper's compunity say they read ard talk about in -
their daily<lives during a non—political period.

The newspape¥'s’ agenda was established by content analysis of 51 issues ' °
of the paper published during May, June, and July, 1975; 3,215 stéries were
classified in terms of 41 standard content categories. Since the entire
story was the classification unit, multiple categorization wasg used to ' °©
provide a best represéntation of the 41 categories. One hundred fifty
resident3 of the cormunity were selected “for interviewing using a, two-
stage probability sampling procedurc. Respondents werc asked what ‘they
remembered reading in “yesterday's' newspaper. They were also asked what
they had been talking about with family, friends, and acquaintances during
"the past few days." Topics of conversation.were obtained for local,
regional, sgate, national,\and international ‘events. Up to four responses
were recorded for the reading respon5e and cachof the five levels of
conversation. -. . / , e

7

The bulk of the newspaper's content,*4Z.1 per cent of the stories,

The top five content categories were Acts of Government Sports,’ Enter-. » *
tainment, Crime, and Individual Achievement. '

When all respondents ‘are considercd as an aggregata, all zero-order .
correlations between the content of the newspaper and rcported discussion
across the 41 content categories are significant for all five levels
of conversation. The correlation between what respondents’ reported
reading and the content of the newspaper is significant at the local ang
regional levels. When the effect of rcading is held constant, the cor-
relation between what the respondents said they talked ahout at the local
levl: and the content of th¢ newspaper vanishes. The partial correlations
between what was discussed and what was in the newspaper remain significant
at the other four levels--regionyl, state, national, international--when
the effect of reading is, held constant.

. . , Q :

These findings suggest that/at the local level the content of the o T
newspaper is an important ond independent contributor to the content\\i\

of community discussion. Other sources of information appenr to make
substantial contributiocus to topics of community conmversation at the N .
regional, state, nationnl, ard intcrnational luvels. \
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COMUNTTY DISCUSSION. AND NEWSPAPER CONTENT: EXTENDING
THE AGENDA-SETTING bmgap'.r

¢ . ] L] -

Long before Cohen! wrote his oft-quoted phrase on the press' presumed gbil-

ity to influence the content cf public discussion, Robert Parkzr wrote that the
. newspaper had ta};en over the -nb of the town gossip proviéli.ng topics for pub.lic
distussion. More recently, Atkm3 shas provided' data showmg the media supply
oonversatlonal cmtent for people anticipating camuu.catlon in a varlety of .
soc1a1 sxtuat:.ons Yet despite ixtenswe study of 1nterpersona1 commmication “ ‘
by rural socmlog:sts, oonmm:Lcatlon research long 1gnored the fact that mem-
bers of the mass media auliences talk to each other.4 Rogers and Shoemaker5
have rev.leuecﬂn extensive literature on“the iqntexperson?l flow of information
and inffluence, yet the bulk of the work on interpersonal commnication among
"+ mss qommnication researctiers focuses on studies of diffusion of specific news

events, 6

v

The extent to which the newspaper canp substltute for the town 90551p is,

- of céurse, ].,mutedbythenocms ofthemdustryandthelaws of privacy and ﬁ
libel, but thene is no reason to beliewe that any item in the nedgpaper is ex~
empt from becom:.ng a tqilc of the commmlty's cmversatlonal agenda People

v do Ealk about what is in the rmspaper Edelstem and Larsen’ demnstrated
the relatic;nship between frequency of reading a newspaper item‘and reported

‘ canversation about that item. They reported the process ‘as a one-way communi-

- cation channel from reading to ta.lking, and greater attention to thé néwspaperh

was assbciated with greater attributed conversation. .

v

S Agmda—settmg research has dealt pnnanly w1th two of the three models

outlined by Becker, McCombs, and B’cI.eodB—-the mtrapersmal and intevpersonal - ' g
v
sallenoe mdels Little testmg of the community sallence model has,yet ap-
2 peaxed in the literature.9 - : / N
o . r . ‘ . ‘:E ‘ :




.o . The theorets.cal rat:.cnale for agehda-settmg postulats a direct effect
- | =- of the media in creatmg the publlc agenda. In terms of spec1f1c issues such
4 . as the political campaign, on which agenda—settmg st"d._&s ohave ccnoentrated to

‘ date, there is little reason to doubt the direct effects assunptlcn, although -

§ LT the sﬂpportmg data are correlational. Sanders, Atwood andh ‘D_ybvi’g10 faund that

™

- - inthe context of & ccngressmnai campaign, the correlation between content of |
. news stories about the candidates and the content of the candidates' press re- 1
. ‘. leases was in excess of 0.80, and the oorre}atioﬁ between what people said was
> in the newspaper and the content of, the car;didates' press releéses wase 0,70, h
Further, the correlation be‘meen what people said was in the newspaper and what

* they sald"-they talked about was 0. 6§ Since the press release mus® precede the

news story (the release was printed verbatlm in many mstanoes) , aqd the 1ews
- *story must precede what people obtained. (or thoudht they cbtained) fram nthie

] ” newspaper, the direct effect postu,latim of agenda-setting appears’ weil grounded
m.thls oontext. 'I‘hJ.s sequential effects process, then, may’ "be extended to show °

1

. .\ , an effect on -what voters say they talk. about since the talk confent correlates
. - significantly w1th, (1) newspaper stories, (2) perceived content of the news-
. papers, and (3) content of the Thndidate's press releases. q
Althoui;h the lagenda—set ting hypothe51s was orlgmally formilated cnly in -
the cmtext of political information, the oonoept focuses dlrectly on the age— ¢
Y. old question.of "what do the media do to the pecple?" * Agenda—settmg appears
to be a variation of the largely discounted ”hypogemic‘needle” pl’{i losophy. - ¥

While ai;enda-sett.ing does not postulate’ the telatimsrﬁp bétveen media coatent

) '{;&" and overt behavior, such as is continually addressed in the television-and~
N . bl
& violenc® arqument agenda- does specify a direct effect on the mass media

audience. As such, the concept p v;:.des a frame of reference for e}énﬁning




e
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. Since the agenda-setting hypothesismst be tested in nofi-political contexts if
it js to be generalized, it seems mecessiry to a better.understanding of the place
‘of the newspaper in the comu.mity to éxamine on a general level (1) what a news-
paper publlshes, (2) what people in the commumnity say they read in the news—
paper, and (3) what these people say they have been talking about with frlends

and assogjates. In this study we focus on’ the extent to which the same topics

a.ppea:r in the newspaper ._'amd on the readin,g and conversational agenda. The con-

“'tent is examined within the context of five different story proximities gener-, |
a&ly appearmg in the navspapex; ¢ ingemziticnal , national, state, regional, and
1ocal news. - ’ ' P | -

'I‘he bulk of the agenda—setting researg:h has ccncentrated on",analysis of ag-
gregate data, and McConbsll and Weaverl? have indicated a need for a psycholo-
gical interpretation of agenda-setting focusing on the individual's need for

’

;dxji_ent;atg:.al.‘ fiowever, except on speci“fi'c ‘issues, say the political canpalgn or
the assassinationof 2 Well-known:person, the individual psychological analy- -

sis m’i.ght be inpossible to demonstrate under typical field conditions. In the

normal day—t:o—oay operation of the nedla and public attentlcn to media odntent,
mdl\rldual Meffects" mJ.ght well be nesked by sheer nunbers of events and atten—
tion levels may be too small to be isolated. In the commmnity as a whole the

pervaeive effects of agenda—sei:ting will most likely be demonstrable in terms

¢ A

of the aggiegate. . N

. Gormleyl3 illustrated orfe of the problems of agenda-settlng by showing

“no correlation between media agenda and the agenda of an elite audience whene.
there, is a large nunber of specific issues. However, the more general concern
of the "]imited eﬁects" model of ned:.a effects mlght focus on the nature of a

a*

continding publlc agenda and media agehda. If over time and outside of the

n -

political arena there is a contmu.mg significant corxelﬁtvv between the pub-

jic agenda and the media aqenda we will be in d better posn;lon to assess the

¢ -

.
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. ‘ J
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Ve strength and i.nportance of what Klapper“ has called low level learning frop
the medja. The agenda-settlng effect shduld not be ccnsxdered in an a.ll—or
nothlng frane of refenence, but over tJ.n'e there siould be shifts in agenda of
publlic discussion as the mecha agénda !sh::.fts Such shlfts would illustrate a
perVasme impact of the mass media on' the "public mind. " s ©.

.
¥

'meoretlcally, agenda—sett.mg should occur in those instances where the

Rt

. public has the leabt .opportunity, or no opporturuty, to experlence personally

- .~ ﬂ ’
- ) ' the J.ndlmdt,nls and events reported. ‘Ihe media can serve to extend thé hori-
‘ zons of the reader, 15 and throsgh the suxvelllance functa.cn16 the public ob~ '

tains mfomatlon about otherwise cbscure events. To the extent, that the public .

talks about people and eyvents not in the everyday field of persanal experience,

- ' . the mfomatlon must came from the media. McCombs and Schult;edl7 sumarized the

situation as fOllONS

¢ v

If tro media tell us nothlng‘ about a topic or event, then in
most cases it simply will not exist on our personal agenda or .
in our life space. To a cansiderable degree, especially in

the realm of pllbllx, affairs, only items camunicated by the
media can appear on personal agenda. In this simple 0/1 situ-
ation: there necessarily is a significant liinkage bemeen media
and personal agenda, especially for items outside the imme-

o diate environment. (p. 17)

- As such, we would expect the agenda—settl‘hg functmn of the m*d_la (but

"

™
not necessarily of any s:.ngle medium) to be most prcnotmoed in re’ference

to chstémt cbjects and events, For non-local news,. the local newspaper
would be just -one potentlal nedJ.a source of informatipn supplenentlng or
. carplenentmg the J.nterpersonal commnication champel. At the local level there
- are greater chances for personal exposure to people and events in the news. And,
at the local level, we would also expect pecple to talk about more mundane |
topics, such as the routine activities of family and friends, which wouid be
unlikely to reaeh the pages of the camunity newspaper. These canversations

o would serve to. dilute the strength of any observed association between news-

-

paper content and the content of comm.ity' discussion. To the extent that local

K“'
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topics reported by the newspaper are alsd experiénced first hand and/or )
[ o

. d.LSCUSS&d Jigh others one Teets dunng the daily routJ.ne, the newspaper would .

be less likely to be the "agenda—setter" feor the camuuty Further, persons

vno have considerable mterperscnal ocnversatioh during tne day would seem,

we think, to be Jess 1J'li}.ely to be affected by the newsbaper's agenda—setting
|

'potent1a1 than would tﬁe person wbo has little mfornal conversation and who

4
thus derives most of His mfornata.cn from the newspaper We are work.mg from

v

the assunption that the newsoaper is only one of d great many elements in
the J.ndlvn.dual s dalny routme and ;Smbably not a very J.llportant ome” at. that.

Gonsequently we do not e.xpect to"fmd a strong relationship between what is
'
published as "Jmportant" in the wew of the newsman, and whac is "important" to

L]

_the peonle in tlrva ocmmm1ty. That is to say- we do not expect to find por—

relations between what people, read about and what they talk' about exoept in
the aggregate. f -
.In relation to the media estéblished agenda, Funkhoueerlb has &mmstrated

o

an interesting problem.” During the 1960's the puf)lic's agenda corresponded

clpsely to media age.ada, which did not closely correspond to ‘agenda derived
from official records of events. To the extent that the media agenda are not
good representatims of events, the publi:c “is not likely to consider'the issues
in t’erns of. any priority othe§‘ than media established prlorlty. Nearly 55
yearg.‘ agon LAppmanlg wrote that the news is only as goodi as the records from
which it is taken To the extent that the media do not accurately abstract

the r)lcords of the day, the surweillance function of the media may be dys-

-~

functional.

£}
-

Another camplexity in the agenda-setting arena is the questian of what
the public reads as well as the extent to which the rnedla report various kinds'
of news. The newspaper may devote substantial space to a topic, but if the

material is not read, tlle probability of the topic becom.mg a toglc m the




conversational agenda wo&ld seem to be reduced. (‘onversely, a topic receiving

ll.ttle media attention may be w1dely discussed in the commnity. The question
!
. thm arises as to the medlat.mg influence of readlng, in the case of the news-
paper, on the presi-cc'mmmlty dlscus_slcn agenda relationships. 1If a signifi-

cant re'lagonship between press agenda’and commnity discussion agenda remains

intact when the effects of reading are held constant wg would view this re-

H Fd

. lationship as reflecting the 1nportance of other sources of informatidn-in the

¢ conmunity discussion agenda If a zero Qrder relatlonshlp between préss:’ agenc‘.a
. ) ¢’
. and camunity’ qhscu.,glon agenda Vam.shes when the effect of reading is rerroved

. A
° we would view this as strong evidence ‘of the importance of the press as a

. soéurce of commnity *information. . ’ ‘
! X : ) \

. .

Another question we explc;‘re'in this rt is the extent to which gener-
alized ¢ oneent categories used for traditidral content analysis can bb effec-

tively utiliZed in agenda-setting research. The litérature shows that agenda—

+ | ~ setting can be q‘uite'readily found Gsing a ‘small number of broad categories,
but that a large number of specific categorles probably leads to non—-s1gn1flcant
|

\ relat. ".:.-hlpu between extent of media coverage and respondent assessment of
T topic mportance. In addition to using more tradm}-.icnal cantent ca‘tegories,
we alss content analyzed the entire newspaper rather than just the front page,

jump page, and editorial page as seems to be customary. e

n

In summary’,” this report e.xanﬁnes the relationships’between what pecple in
a community say they talk about at the local, regional, state, national, ar{d

_intemational levels, what they say they read -in the local newspaper, and the
‘extzent to which the newspaper prints stories about those topics. In view of .

<

the foreCOmg, it is hypothes1zed that:

1. Inrthe aggregate there will be a significant positive correlatlcn )

between t;he newspaper's agenda and the camunity reading agenda.
T " . 2. In the aggregate there will be a significant correlation between the

newspaper agenda and the cammmnity gonversation agenda.

o

—EC~.~'= T
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. L ‘ 3. doldmg reading ccnstant, t.here w111 be no mgmf:.cant partial cdb- . \\

relatlon bemeen newspaper Ggenda and the commmty t:onversat:.on agenda at ’

<

o v - the local level, ' .

. A Y

"4, At the individual level there will be no 51gn1f1cant cor;x;,elatlm be-

- * tween what people say they have read in the newspaper and what they say they

< N o

have Hgen talking,about. : ~ >

b

. By focusing'on the local level in No.v°3 above, we hope to avold or,at
e least reduce the mpact of" other media an the cctmumty agenda. Jhile ‘there °

‘ may Stlll be an influence of radJ.o, there are no local television statlms,

. e anq those statmns received'in the commnity only rarely pay ettehtlm tp s ’
items of interes_t to individual commmnities. . . ’ = ' . 'a

e ¥ . ’ ' ~( ‘_,
) " Data were gathered durlng mid-July 1975 fran 150 residents of a smalEL

- [N

-southern Illinois city (populatmn about 8 000) 'I'ne sanplemes a two-stage
pr(;)avblllty sanple designetl to provide a represmtatim'of the eamunity, not v
s Just known supscribefé to the io&l daily ne;vépgper. At the ‘fir:st level, blocks .
; .within the city linits weré chosen at random,’and withih each block two dvelling
. . nits were selecteti. Interviewers were'inétrwted'te intbrview females and
males at a ratio of aabout' 8 to 7, respectively. Respondents m;der 35 years
of age were over sampled since cnly 15 percent of the popu.Latlm was in the
©20-34 age group. Each nespondent who subscrlbed to f:he paper was asked what,

. : he/she remenbered readmg in the paper during the preced.mg day. Up to four
responses were recorded. All respondents were asked what they had been talking .
about with friends and family. Five such discussion questions were asked
focus:.ng on (1) local events, (2) regional, or Southern Illinois, events, (3)

o state events, (4) national events, and (5) international events, Aga.m, up

’

to four responses were recorded for each question.’

~

-
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Each issue of the local daily’ newspaper for a two-nmth period precedlng

the final day of mterv:em.ng was éntent analyzed. A set of 41 content cate-

o, "
"

gorles was usgd to codd, 3 415 nén-advertising 1tems ih 51 1ssues of the paper.
The categories, rangmg from: acc1dents and art to war and weather, were adapta—
t:.ons of categories prevmusly used in publlshed studies.20 The same 41 cate- '

gones were’ LBed to classify the m.spondents' responses to t.he ﬁlngle reach.ng

.and five dJ.scussmn questlons . Ly .
¢ e L , Y
. - The importance of cmtent to the newspaper's agenda was defined as fre- A L

quency of publication of stones whose oontent flt specified categories., The
category with the most stories was most mport;art on the newspaper s agenda .
(Rank l) and the category with the fewest storJ,es was least &Irportant (Rank ._ -
41). Multlple class1f1cat1cns were used When called for‘ bx the content of
the story;2t ' . S L.

The mportance of the content category for thq read.mg and the oomnunlty

"
- . Q|

" discussion agenda were determined in essentially. the.same‘way. Tm open—
N \

ended responses were classified by content category, and the categorles were
" ranked based on the number of respanses per category. The respmdents' an- (
swers were sumed acrose the four potential mSponsesQor the.,ureading and
. for each of the five QiscuSSion levels (local, regional, stat':"e, natioina‘l, and .
internaticnal). These ‘frequencies were then sumed across all individuals |
‘ to provide a ranking of the categories that couJ\.d be correlated with the news-
paper's agenda. This procedure provides seven variebles for analysis——news-
paper agenda, reading agenda, and the five conversational agenda—local news, \
feglma;l news, state news,' national news, and intemational news.
'nze aggregate data anally.si.s outlined above provides one measure of the -’
agenda-setting impact ‘of the press. ? second measure was derived by examining

the correlations between the reading and discussion categories acioss the 129

respondents who bought a daily newspaper. If reading the newspacer exerts a

14 o




There, were 86 fenales (57.3 per cent) and 64 males (42.7 per cent) ih the ’

N . - L

major mpact on the topics of oommmty dlscussmn, sn;mf;cant correlatlcns

o . e

should be found between' what' the respondents reported readmg and what ﬂley T

reportéd “talking about. P oo . , e

1
»
. k

Zero-order and partlal correlations were camputed between newsf:aper agenda, Ry

-

the reading agenda, and the camn:mty dlscussn.on agenda in the aggnegate data '.'

L

analy51s. The correlatlons were examined for (1) all respmdents (2)" men, ’
(3) woren, (4) &respondents under 35 years of. age, and (5) respondents 35 years

o v -

of age and older., -~ , o . e
- a ) "y ,

\ 3

Sarple These pmporticns are quite close ‘to tHe 1970 census. flgur's which .
. reported 54 per cent female and 46 per cent male. Flfty-flve (36 1 per cent)
of tl'e respmdents were under 35 years of age, mor'e than tw10e the pmportlon

in the census flgures. There were 117 subscrlbers to the, local daJ.ly, 78 per

»

cent of thé respondents.

[ ‘

< ; N s ' b ' . ’ " []
Newspaper Content : ' . ¢

.
.,

~ Fifty-=one issues of the newspaper published fi&ring May, June, and July, .

1975 were analyzed and the content coded into 4f categories. There were 4, 483

news stones and advertlsenents coded of which 3, 415 were’ stqp.es. Since the
)
. Classification proceduie permtted codJ.ng a story mto more than one category

(e.q.,. a story about findncing local schools ocould be classified gs both taxes, .
‘ category 16, and’education, category 17) the total nunbe_r'ef class'ificat'ims re-
L &9

corded was}/648 a total of l 233 secondary llstmgs. . Ce ' ' v

. In tems of pmxzm.lfy to the comumnity, the bulk: of the 3 415 stones
1,43 8) were national, 42.1 per cent of the total. There were 887 lecal stones

(25.9 per cent), 475 reglonal stories '(13.9 per oent) » 335 state storles (9.8

o . ' . ‘ .t
' 1 ¢ |. “
. . X
. ", A . .
.




per cent), and 210 international items (6;1 per cent). 1ln addition, tr;ere were
v 70 stories (2.2 per cent) that could not be classified in terms of proximity.
Mx;n the stories were classified by producer, a plurality were wire sto-

7 ries qfrom [hlt‘e,d Press Internaf#ional—1,470 Stories or 43.0 per oentf. This is
as we would expect consideri ng the preponderance of natimnal news stories noted
above. The second »argest grouping wa%produced by the local staff, 1,278 sto-
ries or 37.4 per cent of. the total. Sy>1 'cated ma;:erial accounted- for 522 sto-

\‘\ - ries (15.3 per cent), 20 -stories were Jm.tlated by readers (0.6 per oént) ,

. 21 stories (0.6 per cent) were repr:mted fmm other publicatians. The source
ocould ngt be established for 104 of the 3,415 itens. The majority of the news
items were “hard news" (2,173, 63.6 pex cent). }%Ere were 860 features (25.2
per cent), 234 editorials (6.9 per a:nt), and 141 photos (4.1 per cent). Seven
items (0.2 peg, cent) defied classification. )

In terms of frequency of appearance (including‘ multiple classifications),

the top five clasSJ,flcat)‘ons across ;:l' FlV; levels of proximity were (1) Govern-
nent, 472 stories or 10.2 per cent; (2) <orts, 420 stories, 9 per cent; (3) En-
terta;.rmen , 383 stories, 8.2 per cent; (4) Cnme, 354 stories, 7.6 per cent; and
{5) Individ Achieverent, %86\stor1es, 6.2 per cent. None of the 41 cate-

* gories ranked in the top five on fif"é(mency of appearance on all five level:ts of

proximity. At three of the five levels some categories contained no stories.

At the local level there were no items ahout Agriculture, Non-criminal drugs,

]
7

and Sciencg. At the state lewel there were no stories -about Arts and Culture,

: 4
' New Mines, 'S:'c’ience, and Sex. At the Intemational lewel there were no. stories
C. g T ,
Al anft Arts and, Culture, Comumity Construction, Cammnity Improvements, Non-
Criminal Drugs, Mine Labor, Taxes, Environment, and New Mines.
r\ N . . » - .
Aggfeg@te Agenda Relationships ' - v ]

When all respanderits are considered as a gmup: all zem-!)rder correlations

A

hS




- between the content of the newspaper and reported discussion across the 41 con~
tent categories are significant “for all five levels of proximity--local, regional,
state, national, international. In adaition, the correlation between what the =
reﬁpmdents said they read about and the content of the nevspaper is, mgm#mant
at the local and reglonal levels while the correlations between reported r‘éadmg

and cammunity dlscussum are not significant at the state, national, and inter-

When the effect cf reading is held constant, the correlation between what
the respondents saig they talkéd about at the locat level and the contént of
- the newspaper is non-significant. The p:artial correlations between what waé dis~-
cussed anod what was in the newspaper remain statistically significant at the otrer
four levels when the effect of ’reading.is held constant.?? These findings sug- »
gest‘that at the local level, for all respondents,. the content of the newspaper

is an important and independent oontributor to the cmtmt of oonmunity dis-

cussitn. At the samd time the 51gn1f1cant partlal correlations between dis~
cussion and content of the newspaper at the regional, state, natlmal and mter*-
national levels suggests the ccntrlbutlon of other mformatlm sources, nmost
likely television and radio, to what peOple in the community talk about Over-

all, the data support hypotheses 2 and 3 but provide only partial support for - )
Hypothesis l. . ) ‘) -~

Wamen and Méen

- national lewvels, (Table 1)

For both men ‘and wamen the zero-order correlations be;ween content of the ~'
newspaper and the topics of cammnity discussion are 51gn1f1cant at all flve i
levels of proximity. Differences do appear between men and wonkn in both the- |
mrrelati.ons bet\;ieen discussion categories an& reading at the five proximity ‘
-levels, and there are dlfferenoes in temms$ of the effect of readmg on the re-

lationships betieen’ nevispaper oontent and cctrmumty discussion.

. s ¢ |
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For women, only the correlation between reading regional news and talking
about regional events is significant. This suggests that the newspaper's pri-
oritiges for oontent publication are not related to the woren's priorities for
news.ét the iocal, state, national and inte_rnatic;lal levels.° When the effects
of reading are held oconstant, the partial corrélations between waren's comm-

nity discussion and newspaper orptent remain Significant for local and state

levels while the oorrelations between women's camunity discuSSibn and news—

.

paper content vanish for the regional, national, and international levels. It
apneaxs that vfwhatever talking women do about regional, national, and interna-
tional events, the newspaper exerts an important and indepéndent influente on
the content of those discussians. Conversely, for local and state ].EVEI.b the
influence of newspaper content on the content of conversation is weak , and °
other sources of information make subs:.antial contributions to the information
pool wonen‘draw upon in their discuseions’ with others in the camtpﬁity.

For men the correlations bemeen national and international topics read
and newspaper content are significant while correlations between reading.and
newspaper content for local, neglmal and state topics are mn-51gnif1cant.
When the effects of reading are held oonstant for men, the partial correlations
between newspaper content and d.‘LSCfJSS;.On of topics at the reglonal, state and
national lewels remain statistically significant while}he correlations between

newWspaper content and talk.mg about local and intemational tcpics vankish. Thus,

the newspaper appeass to be a primary sourcé of information at these.two lewels, '

As was the case for all respondents cambined, the significant partial cor-
relations, holding effects of reading constant, suggest a strong influence of '

other sources of information on the content of community discussion. For na-

tional and internatianal topics, the influence of televisien news undoubtedly

t

must be considered while at the regienal level and the state lewel it is pos=-

sible that substantial amounts of informatioh z{re cbtained from the local radio.

stations; Trotter and I-Iuey23 found a relatively high dependenoe o television

' ) 1o
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news anong people llvmg m rural southern Ill.m01s, and our study 51te was ane |

of the commnities mcluded in thelr analysis.

-
- -

"Age Groups
Substantial differences also appear in the findings for respondents who aJ:e

under 35 years of age and those 35 years of age and ¢lder, and neither age gro.xp

appears as oriented toward thé newspaper as do the two sex groups. These dif-

ferences point to a segment of the population, thoSe under 35 years, where the

newspaper is apparently not -fulfilling a substantial information function.

) While there are somewhat stronger relatimships between older respandents and

newspaper use than between younger respmdénts and newspaper use, there s{;_ill

Ce

appear to be important woids in the information function served by the newspaper.
) ,

For the younger respandents only the zero-order correlatim between what
they talk about at ;the national level and the content of. the newspaper is sig-

« ¢ ~.’:r‘?>
o

nificant. The oorrelatlons between’what thgx said they falked about and what

-

they read about at the reqlonal and naticnal lewvels were 51gn1f1cant for the
under 35 age group. When the effect of read.tng is held constant, the single
significant relatlcnshlp between natlmal ‘topics discussed and the content of
’the newspaper vanishes. Since the correlation between tal'fz_ng and reading at
the natlonal level and between ‘talking and content of the paper for natlonal
issues were significant, it seeme that at the national level the newspaper 1s
a major and independent source of information. However, there 1s little in-
dication that the newspaper is an umportant information source for news at the
local,, neglonal, state, and J.nternatJ.onal lewels.

For the older respondents, the zero-order-correlations between newspaper
ﬁca'untent and the commnity discussion was significant ‘for local, regimnal, and -

naticnal levels. The zero-order correlations between what the older respondents

-said they talked’ about and what they/said they ‘read about were significant at

all five levels of proximity. When the effect of reading is held constant, all

-

T
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significant relationships between cammnity discussion and newspeper doniant
vanish. This suggests quite strongly that the information' the older respondents
use in their day-i:o—day oconversations with friends and associates is heavily -’

dependent upan what thev read in the community's daily newspaper.

Individual Effects Corxelatlcns

-
<

‘As we noted above, McQorbs and Weaver have pomted to the neoesmty for
investi gatmg the psydiological processes involwed in agenda-setting before a
thorough understanding of the media's influence can be described. ' While the *
present data provide no information about peyd'iological processes, they do per-
mit a prelintinary check on relationships between what the individual reads and |

~what he talks about. To test these readmg—talkmq relationships for the 41

categorles across the 129 newspaper readers ph1 ooeff1c1ents were oomputed for
q .

»

eadL of the content categories.

o

Only three of the 41 camparisons were statlstlcally s;wmm_me@f e

\

the’ categorl& was a local classification, one natlonal, and the'third and

weakest association crossed all fiwe levels of analysis. At the local lewel*

there was a moderate cerrelation between reading and talking about mining

(r = 0.41, p< 01). We. will examine this rela. :ship in greater detail in

a later section of this paper. At the nat.ional leZvei" the .oorrelation between
readmg and talk.mg about National Defense was 0.51 (p<«.0l). Cutting across
the five levels of proximity was Business qulqmos (r = 0.27, pg.05). These
outcames suggest that *tracing media effects on’ individuals across broad cate-
gories is going to be difficult,” but these three significant outcames tend to
disconfim the earlier prediction that ‘agenda~setting probably will not be
found at the individual level in the context of a cagnuni ty discuseion model.
Hypothesis 4 nust be rejected.s If significant correlations can be consistently
demonstrated with greater than charice frequency cmoegm"ng ‘subject matter the

¥ . ) .
individual is unlikely to have personal knowledge -about, the agenda-setting "o

1%




hypothesis will gain substantial support. In the present instance, three sig-

nificant correlations were found; two wruld beb’@ected by chance. 1This is

L

a hardly overwhelming support for ageqda-:‘setting, but it is better than antici- ' *
pated, :

>

The Problem of Content Categories

The use of broad content categories raises the question as to whether the «

materlal in any category that people are reading about is the same materllal as

what they are talking about. For exanple, in the-case of the POl_lthS classi-

fication, the broad category might well incl\ude\‘\ such diverse subject matter as '
. election law reform, trawel schedules of the candidates, changes in the pollin?

places in the community, and a name-calling incident between two of the candi-

dates. 'Assure for the manent that the first jthree items were printed in the

newspaper but the nane-calling incident was omitted.* In this example’ the‘ voters

oould be readmg about the electlcn 1@1 xeform, travel schedules, and changes J.n

the pb]_h.ng places. At the same tm‘e they could be talkmg about the name-
Fal

calling incident. In this situation there would be a correlation between whatJ

’ Athe {oters were reading and talklng about in tems of the category, but the corre-
, 1at1cn would be spurioys in tems of the subject matter involved. The correla-

tion would be a function of the breadth of the category and not of: oorrespondence

between what people were readmg and talking about.

To provide some* information about this apparent prcblem, one of the cate-
b St 4‘
gories, mining, was examlned in'detail. ’Ihe site of the study is a ooal mining

community. The town has w1"jid25en the oyclical mining industry to the depths of
depression and the heights bf econamic boom, In fhrm, 1975, plans had-been

announced to sink two new coal mines near the community. Respondents were asked

during the mterylev}s what changes they expected in the community due to the

new mines, and these changes were oonoared with community changes the local

newspaper indicated the residents ocould expect. ™
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> The 'agenda-setting hypotnesis suggests that audiences not only leamn about
issues through the media, hut they also learn the degree of importance to be‘
placed on these issues. In this commmity the overall J.(r?rportance of m:LnJ.nq as
a commnity issue was clearly. established; nearly 87 per cent of the respendents
reported that.the industry provides fhe "bread and butter" for the cb}ntmjrty's
tables. However, to test the agenda-setting hypethesis, it was neoessa.ry %

probe within the, general nining content category and search for relationships

" between the newspaper and the respondents on specific issues. If agenda—-setting

is tenable in the specific category, thewe should be a:significant correlation
s 4 R :

between what the newspaper says about the new mines and what the respondents

say. That is, it would be expected that the newspaper set the saliency for

particular aspects.of the new mines issue, and respandents would be e:@egt;ed to

. mention the same' information which has been presented J.n the newspaper.

. L b N -
Respondents were asked if th'ey anticipated changes!in the oamnmﬁy due. to

Pa—— ,,_-____—actﬁty of the mining industxy. If the respondents answened yes ‘o that

question, they were asked what changes t-hey expected. Up to four answers were
recorded, All stories about the new mines were analyzed,.for changes ‘they indi=~ .
cated the comunity could eicpect Flfteen content categories for the antici-

pated changes were developed. 24 More than three-fourths of the respondents

~{(118 or 78.7 per oent) said they expected changes in the community. Twenty-

seven (18 per oent)‘ said they did not expect,changes, and five (3.3 per cent)
said they did not know whether or not there would bé changes. 1In all, the 118

persons gave 247 responses. . The most fneqnently mentioned change expected was

LI?opuIation with 59 reSponses. Common examples of responses in-this category
were "nore people," and '(".tovn will grow." The Employment category was second

with 53 merrtlons, camon examples being "more jabs," "more work," ‘and "less

wenployment.” The third largest number of responses were comments about the

Genera.lyEconomy of the comunity. ,
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The correlation between the changes in the community that the newspaper's

stories lndlcated could be expetted and the readers' ant1c1pat10ns of comunity

chang&s was 0.80. Whether the newspaper was setting the community expectations
3 i
*or reflecting them is, of course, open to questlon. However, there seeqs to be

-little question but that the newSpaper and its readers share similar expecth—
tions regardmg corrmm1ty -changes as they relate to the coal J.ndustxy. For each
of the 247 responses readers gawe in answer to ant1c1pated dfpges ¢ the nespon-
dents were asked if ,tney regarded theﬁchanges as "good" or "bad. " Only 15 re-

spanses were perceived as negative. ‘The newspaper s content also was nea.rly alf

\

’ ! p051t1ve in temms of anticipated dxange , a finding also noted in other studies,25
! In view of the high correlation between the expected changes reported by

I the newspaper and those reported by the readers it appears that the general

¢ +
“

content classification is a viable method of categorizing media content and

. 1
] ' - 1

community distussion topics for agenda-setting research.
DISCUSSION

On balance, theq\findings inc%icate": '
; 1. Broad ebntent categories appear to be useful for furthex"" explora-
. tion of the ccmnmlty discussim rodel of agenda-settlng. o
2. Within the ‘broad content categories, the relatlohshlps between
newspaper cantent and commmity discussion appear to substantiate the useful- \
ness of the broaé_ categoq_z system. - ’
3. The aggregate data correlations indicate that_ the' newspaper's
. agenda has a significant impact on what people in the carmumty read about and

what they talk about. °

s ~

4. The correlations across individuals are not particularly con-

A

vincing in terms of relationships between what people' read about and what they
are talking about. A major limitation of this lewel of analysis is that djrect

. * N ')
~




| comparisons with newspaper content camot be ‘made. , ,
Coasidering all respmdents, the data support the agenda—settmg function

of the camnum.ty newspaper at the local level. The newspaper appears to have

a sq.lgmﬁlcant mpact on what people talk about. At the. non-local levels the

newspaper does not .appear to have a major impact on’ ocnversatlon topics for the

oommm1tv as a whole. Other media, partlcularly televa.sa.on, provide substantial -

amounts of information about regional’and state news thmugh locally produced

' news pmgrans dnd about national and J.nternatlonal news m the network pmgrams‘

. There 1s no di fference between men and women in the proportlons who listen

to radio for spec1f1c information, bt of those who do listen for specific

“ reasons, signifieantly more women (85 per cent). than men (63.4 per cent) use

,_redio for local infc‘;m\aetim (Table 2). In addition, sigpificantly more women
(94.2 per cent) than men (79.1 per cent) report watching television riews daily
k(Table 3). ‘There is nid dlfference between the’ sex groups in their preference
for television networks or stations. About 50 per cent’' of both groups re-
ported watching the 78BS ‘station, 27 per cent the NBC station, 8 per cent the
A‘BC station, and the remai}uder reported no preference among stations.

There is no s:Lgn:Lf:Lcant difference between younger and older reSpmdents
in terms of (1) listening to radlo for specific J.nfom\atlon, (2) interest in
local information on radio, and (3) viewing television news. There, is a sig-
mflcant difference between younger and older respondents in terms of prefer-
ence for networks/stations. Significantly more older respondents reported

\vmwmg the (BS ‘station. (Table 4)
> Respondents expressed interest in content of both the newspaper and the
radio ¢ ly indicating a focus of attentlon on local news, and wmen are

s:.gnlflcantly nore concermned with local events than are men. Further, it ap-

pears that men's khsyledge of local events is closely tied to the information

published in the newspa}er\. Wormen, on the other hand, appear to attend to a
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widgr variety of information sources, and across the five levels of comunity . w
conversatlon they report a suyuflcantly greater frequency of oonversation thah
do men. Younger respondents also neport significantly more cmversatlons than
do older respondents.,26 ) v
> - " The respondents who ware under 35 years ~of age appear to hawe’ a reading

agenda that’ is set by the newspaper”s agenda, Judgmg fnom the magm.tude of the’

o oorrelatlcn (r = .66) between what the ' respondents said they read and the flews-
paper s content. Respondents over 35 years of age appear to be swbstantially
none selective in the material they read in the newspaper in view of the non~- « -
sicgnificant correlation (r = .24) between what they said they read and»the on="
tent of the newspaper. This select1v1ty appears to be closely related to the
tOplCS the over-35 respondents discuss with friends and associates since the
correlations between reading and talking variables are si’gnificant at all five
levels of pro:d.ttu'.ty. For the younger respondents only the correlations between
reading and topim discussed at the regioﬁal and national levels were signifi-
cant.

There is no signifi cant difference between men and women nor between

-younger and older readers in ‘terms of reasons for buying a daily neWSpa;:er.
However, a significantly larger p;oportion of older msponamts than younger’ -
respondents purdlased,,the daily newspaper. (Table &) - .

The correlations indicate that. the press appears to be at least partially -

L ]
setting the public dlscussmn agenda, but it is clearly not the only siource of

information' for topics of conversation. While the correlations between the
reading and talking yariables and the newspaper's content are statistically

significant in a substantial number of comparisoms, the correlations must be

considered-rodest at best. In no case was more than 32 per cent of the vari-

b)

ance accounted for, and in only five of 20 outcomes can we interpret the

findings as agenda-setting.
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- Up to this point we have presented the outcox;es "as if" we were confident

of a causai relationship, ax:ld, indeed, we are oonfident causal links exis:t.

o However; we cannot ignore the possibility that the‘c.:o'rrelaticns we have observed
are spurjous—the function of same third variaI;le. Obviously, the orcbx" of . .
events cannot bz clearly be uspecif%ed ;s a one-way flow from newspaper reading to

camunity conversation on the bases of correlatichal data from a single point .
: m ture. ) Longitudinal analy51s , preferably an J.nterventlc;z in th= newspaper
’ aqendd under field experimental ccndltlms, is necessary for clarification of .
the relationships. While a direct efﬁect of readmg on cmmmlty onversation

seems a. llkely outocome, it is also poss:ble there is a reciprocal effect in

which talking about.certain subjects increases readership of news stories about
) CA

o i

those subjects. ’ ' . .
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v . LY

23, Fdgar P. ‘Trotter and Rodney A. Huey, "Media Use and‘Bellevablllty Among .

Urban, Small Town,, and Rural.Audiences," .a paper presented at the -annuid] con- .

ference of the International Communication Association, Chicago, Aprxl 1975, ‘
24. Complete titles for tHe 15 categories and category descriptions are

available from the authors.: %hortehed category tltles are: 1, Min€ Safety and '

Mine Dangers; 2. Population; ‘3. Fmploynent . 4. Money; 5. Genera! Economy;

6, Coal Mines; 7. Business and Industry; 8. Uses of Coal; 9. Coal Technology; .

'10. Housing; 1ll. Importance of Coal; 12. Community Pacilities; 13. Miscellane-

ous Good; 14. Miscellaneous Bad; 15. Miscellaneous Neutral ) Lo ' '

. . "'

-

- 25. Other studies have also found khe tendency of .the local newspaper to
accentuate the positive in reporting Iocal news. One study of a community in
the same area -as the current study said of the local newspaper "Much of the news
was obviously biased to picture the communlty as being better than it was to
remove responsibility from local citizens for community difficulties.* And a .
study of an upstate New York community’ found: "The newspaper always emphasizes
the positive side of life." See Herman R. Lantz, Peoplegpf Coal Town. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1958; Arthur J. Vidich and Joseph Bensman, 'Small Town
in Mass Society. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968, p. 292. Janowitz
suggests that the commuhity press ig a kind of institution that serves as an
effectiVe instrument of social cohes1on within the community, See Morris Jano- - .
witz, The Community Press in an Urban Setting. Chlcago The University-of
Chicago Press, 1952, '
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<20, Women and ro.tapbndnnts; undes 35 years of age reported significantly more
conversations than did men and respoadents 35 years of -age and older: The mean

number of responses for the subgroups for the ;five levels were:

- . .
\) ] Women

Local . 1.66

Regional . 0.84

) State 0.66
| ) National 1.21.

international ,0.86

P

‘ v

-

*.031

Men
1.06
0.70

0.63

)
+f 24
4
Under 35 and
35 Older
1.51 1.35 »
0.84 .°  0.77 , "
0.69  0.62 To-
1.29 1.12 :
0.89 0.69 - \
p = .031




o

TABLE 1

Correlations Between Reading, Newspaper Content and Five

Categories of Community Discussion,

7

Newspaper Content

Reading
T or partial r
All Respondents (N=150) o
Local .33% .18 At
Regional bk .28% . 52%%
State .53%% L60%k -.03
National « 37%% o 37%% .10
International .31% .31% .08
Reading . ~ W43%x —
Under 35 Years -
Local : .13 -.03 24
Regional 17 -.00 W27%
State . e F .21 .11 .20
National | .28% .09 «32%
. International . .23 .11 .22
[Reading . .66%%
Over 35 Years
Local L L29% .20 .51k
Regional .30% .20 . 64%%
State .19 -.02 .8k
National . 32% .23 . S1%%
International .24 .09 < L75%%
Reading .24
Women (N= 86)
Local .29% L27% A1
Regional : . 32% .24 .28%
State . .56% .56% .09
National 27% .21 .20
International . 26% .21 .19
Reading . 37%%
Men (N= 64)
Local . 30% .23 .20
Regional 4 3%k «37%% .22
State JA9kk o Sl%k .12
National L27% L W 27% .35%
International 27 14 27%
Reading . 58%%
* pd{ .05

**% p ¢ .01

25
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: N ' TABLE 2. ‘ o 7
Proportions of Men and Women Listening to Radio ' ‘
For local and Non-Local Content '

Non- . .
Local . Local Total -
Men n 26 15 41
I 63.41 36.58 100.0 )
% 33.76 63.50 . 41.41
Women n < 51 ' 9 60
% 85.00 15.00 100.0
% 66.23 37.50 58.59
. Total n 77 2 101
% . 76.23 23.76 100.0
et 100.0° - 100.0 100.0 .

P

Chi square = 6.25, df=l, p ¢ .05 - ‘ . c

o

TABLE 3

Proportions of Men and Women Who Do and Do Not
Watch Television News

Do . Do Not Total

Men n_ 51 . 13 64
% 79.69 20.31 100.0
c%  38.64 72.22 42.67

Women n 81 5 86
% 94.19 5.81 100.0
c%  61.36 . 127.78 57.33

Total n 132 18 150 -
r%  88.00 22.00 100.0 ;
¢% 100.0 . 100.0 100.0

R Chi square = 7.30, df=l, p¢ .05 : X
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TABLE 4 . .
Proportions of Older and Younger Respondents Reporting Y
Ne twork/station Preferences for Television News Viewing
CBS NBC 'ABC Any  Total ;
: -
35and n 53 22 5 7 87 .
- Older 7% 60.92 25.29 5.75 8.05 100.0
) *c% 79.10 6l1.11 45.45 38.89 65.91
Under n 14 14 6 . 13 45
A 3% % 3l.11-  31.11 13.33 24.44 100,0 .
c% 20.90 38.89 54.55 6l.11 34,09
Total n 67 36 < 11 18 137
r% 30.75 27.27 8.33 13.64 100.0
c¢% 100.0 .100.0 100.0 . 100.0 100.0

Chi square = 13,76, df=3, p< .01

® TABLE 5 :
Number and Proportion of Respondents in Each Age
Group Buying and Not Buying the Daily Paper

a

Not
Buying Buying Total
Under n 34 21 55 ' :

35 r’ 61.82 38.718" 100.0
c% 29.06 63.64 36.67

35 and n 83 12 . 95
- Older r% 87.37 12.63 100.0
c% 70.94 36.36 63.33

Total n 117 33 150
rh 78.0 22.0 100.0

c% 100.0 100.0 100.0

Chi square = 10.34, df=1, p ¢.0l




