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Newspaper Reading Supports
Community Involvement
by Leo W. Jejfres, Jae-won Lee, Kimberly Neuendorf and David Atkin

Data show that reading the newspaper and talking
about things in the media make unique contributions
to explaining community social capital and do not
merely reflect demographics and values people hold.

V V hen Robert Putnam focused attention on a decline in organizational
involvement, he renewed interest in community activities and their consequences for civic life, particularly political participation.^
As de Tocqueville argued, American democracy is anchored in its civic
associations, which Putnam called "fabrics of trust."^ Such associations are
thought to generate ideas and develop understanding, producing civic engagement. For mass communication scholars, the emphasis has been on how
communication variables are woven into models predicting political participation. Here we shift attention to how newspaper reading fits into a network of
predictors of community involvement that begin with values.
Newspapers are the most local of media, and research through the decades
has consistently linked community ties to newspaper reading.^ Community ties
and organizations themselves are likely to reiriforce each other, so a decline in
the latter could have negative effects on the strength of the communitynewspaper relationship. Putnam pointed to evidence suggesting that participation in such organizations as formal clubs and organizations has steadily
declined during the past three decades,^ and levels of interpersonal trust have
accompanied these declines. Putnam sees these factors as mutually causal and
identified television as one of the chief culprits responsible for this decline in
"social capital."^ Pointing a negative finger at television has led to a neglect of
the positive role that newspapers could play in affecting social capital. NewspaJeffres, Lee and Neuendorf are professors in the Department of Communication at
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pers also have been more active practitioners of civic journalism and its
commitment to a more robust civic democracy. Sirianni and Friedland trace its
roots to a concern that the press has failed to create a public sphere where
citizens could understand and engage in solving public problems.''
Community ties include involvement in organizations, but the concept also
is used in a broader sense. Community ties also are used as indicators of
community integration, and the extent to which residents become involved
with and attached to their communities. Stamm, Emig and Hesse note that some
media contribute to community integration more than do others.'' Finnegan and
Viswanath found that regular reading of the local community weekly was
correlated with neighborhood involvement and with use of local community
facilities.* Jeffres and Dobos found that attention to neighborhood newspapers
led to awareness of local groups, while interpersonal communication was
closely linked to participation in neighborhood projects.'
Emig found that use of newspapers to follow what's going on locally in the
community was linked to being a registered voter and voting in the last
election.'" Others have tested media use patterns and the other key variable in
Putnam's scenario, trust in public institutions."
Shah and his colleagues found strong reciprocal relationships among civic
engagement,'^ contentment or satisfaction with one's personal life and interpersonal trust;'^ public affairs media use was positively related to civic engagement. Consequences of exposure depend on uses and gratifications, as well as
the medium.''' For example. Shah, McLeod and Yoon found strong ties between
informational uses of the media and "social capital," measured as volunteer
work, attending organizational meetings and working on projects.'^

Community Context
Since civic involvement occurs at the most "local" level, the community and
neighborhood have emerged as contexts for examining "social capital" and
processes involved in its decline or direction. Forrest and Kearns noted that the
neighborhood again has gained prominence as a setting for processes that shape
social identity. They examined debates about the concept of social capital and
broke it down into domains for policy action at the neighborhood level:
empowerment, participation, associational activity and common purpose, supporting networks and reciprocity (individuals and organizations cooperating to
support one another on projects), collective norms and values, trust, safety and
belonging.'^
In urban centers, as well as small rural communities facing economic
difficulties, citizen involvement is important for the success of development.
Orr and West looked at citizens' views on urban revitalization and concluded
that it was a multidimensional phenomenon.'^ Docherty, Goodlad and Paddison
used qualitative evidence from four neighborhoods in two cities, concluding
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that civic participation in urban governance was fostered by political structures
and public policy, as well as a civic culture supportive of citizen involvement.'*
Ingelhart argued that the potential for political action among mass publics in the
West had been rising steadily because individual-level conditions for participation had been increasing, including higher education levels, increasing job skills
favoring innovation and collaboration, availability of more political information and^ shifts in values favoring self expression and participation by women
and minorities.''
Interpersonal communication is as important as mass communication to
discussions of community ties.^° The two modes of communication also reinforce each other, as media use provides topics for subsequent discussions, and
arguments that arise lead to subsequent media use. Scheufele pointed out that
interpersonal communication about politics and public affairs had long been
treated as the "soul of democracy" but the relationship between hard news
media use and political participation cloaked different effects for people who
talk about politics frequently versus those who do not.^' McLeod et al. looked at
community integration, media use and democratic processes, using 15 indicators drawn from integration studies to test the hypothesis that community
integration is a multi-dimensional concept. Psychological attachment to one's
community was correlated with the strength of one's interpersonal network and
with an emphasis on localism versus cosmopolitanism.^^ Other processing
variables clearly are important, as people integrate information and perceptions
from different sources.^^
Sotirovic and McLeod found that reflecting about news and integrating the
information gained with that from other sources promotes better understanding of the world of politics and may provide the basis for political participation
that is stronger than that achieved through mere factual knowledge gain. In
neighborhoods and communities, the relationship betw^een organizations and
communication is important for development projects, as well as more enduring factors such as sense of community. O'Hara cited ineffective communication between local residents and decision makers as one of two barriers that kept
urban neighborhoods isolated from the larger environment.^^

Civic Values
Accompanying Putnam's concern about a decline in "social capital" is the
idea that societies face a new crisis of social cohesion. A measure of consensus
is necessary for the social processes needed to make democracy work at all
levels. Forrest and Kearns suggested that the neighborhood as a source of social
identity was being eroded with the emergence of a more fluid, individualized
way of life, and they identified five dimensions of social cohesion that focus
attention on values.^^ While the values people hold are cited for their importance, they have not been given a position in models tested with empirical data.
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An emphasis on values is potentially important for newspapers given the
decline in circulations despite a growing population. Are such values directly
linked to newspaper reading? Does newspaper reading mediate the impact of
civic values on organizational involvement? Do newspapers make an independent contribution to social capital beyond values and demographics? These
research questions will be examined in the stxidy presented below.
The five dimensions of social cohesion identified by Forrest and Kearns
include:
• A civic culture (common aims and objectives, support for political
institutions)
• Social order and social control (tolerance, respect for differences and an
absence of general conflict and threats to existing order)
• Social solidarity and reduced wealth disparities (equal to services and
benefits, acknowledgement of social obligations and willingness to assist others)
• Social capital values (community interaction and civic engagement)
• Place attachment and identity (attachment to place, intertwining of
personal and place identity).
No. 1 is the first amendment of social cohesion—support for the system
itself, whether one agrees with current policies or office holders. The second
underlines the importance of tolerance, or respect for differences of opinion; in
a democratic system, influence is brought to bear peacefully, not through force
of arms. Competition is through communication and not through coercion. The
third stresses the importance for notions of equal access, acceptance of one's role
as a citizen and a willingness to help others. Although these may fluctuate across
time, they should be relatively enduring for people as individuals, with changes
likely to occur during times of external threats (e.g. wartime or internal system
crises, such as Watergate). The fourth is social capital, here viewed as the extent
to which individuals value their community and civic ties.^' The fifth dimension
is a combination of attachment and identity (i.e., one feels attached to one's
community and derives a certain amount of identity from it). Several of the key
dimensions also include behavioral components in addidon to the values. Thus,
the fourth factor includes social networks—through interpersonal channels, as
well as mass communication—and civic engagement, the latter including
involvement in associations.
The authors of this study examined relationships among the different sets
of variables represented in Figure 1: civic and community values, community
social capital, newspaper reading and discussing public affairs. This threelegged stool is preceded by social categories that represent the individual
differences affecting each group or relationships among them.
As the model shows, civic and community values are seen as having direct
paths to both communication and community variables. The key empirical
question posed in this study is whether the path from newspaper reading or
values to community variables drops out, indicating a mediating or more direct
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Figure 1
Model Relating Civic and Community Values
to Social
Capital and
Communication
Variables
Social Categories

Communication Variables:

Newspaper Reading
Interpersonal Communication

Civic and
Community
Values

Community Social Capital Variables:

Social Capital-Org. Involvement
Community Attachment-Identity

role for newspaper reading to influence social capital. Thus, the study asks: Do
newspaper reading and interpersonal communication directly influence community social capital variables or merely reflect influences from civic and
community values and social categories?

Methods
A survey was conducted from June 20, 2001 to July 8, 2001 in a major
Midwest metropolitan area, using a random sample of residents. The interviews
were conducted with a CATI (computer-aided telephone interviewing) system.
Telephone numbers were selected through random-digit dialing procedures.^^
The response rate was about 45 percent, with a total of 305 respondents
interviewed. The survey was presented as a general poll with an emphasis on
individuals' values and their perceptions about what is important in life. The
metropolitan area surveyed has a population of about 1.3 million, with a core
city of about a half million people from diverse backgrounds, including a
substantial number of African Americans and those with Eastern European
heritages. The area has a strong industrial base, a growing medical community,
and major league sports franchises. Variables measured were:
Importance of Values
The key values for this study were imbedded in a list of 30 values rated in
terms of their importance. Following procedures used by Tan and his colleagues, respondents were asked to use a 0 to 10 scale to "rate how important
each of the following values are to you personally," where "0 means it's totally
unimportant, 10 means it's extremely important and 5 is neutral."^*
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Civic Culture Values

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of—"participating in the
political system" and "being a good American" using a 0-10 scale. The two
values are correlated at .13 (p<.05).
Social Order & Control Values

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of "tolerance of other
people" and""being obedient to authority" using a 0-10 scale. The two values
are correlated at .21 (p<.001).
Social Solidarity Values

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of "equality for all" and
"being able to help others" using a 0-10 scale. The two variables are correlated
at .45 (p<.001).
Social Networks and Social Capital Values

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of "being involved in the
community" and "having good neighbors" using a 0-10 scale. The two values
are correlated at 37 (p<.001).
Community Social Capital Variables
Several measures were constructed for community attachment, community
activities, organizational ties and commuruty assessment. The operationalizations
are based on items used in other studies.^'
Community Attachment/Identity
Respondents were asked how much they agreed with the following statement: "I feel a strong attachment to my community." Respondents were
directed to use a 0-10 scale where 0 meant they strongly disagree, 5 was neutral
and 10 meant they strongly agreed. This item is similar to those in Fessler's
community solidarity index.^^
Community Activities
Respondents were asked to use a 0-10 scale to tell how often they did each
of several things, including going to sporting events, going to cultural events,
such as plays or the orchestra, going to local museums and attending concerts
of current musical groups or artists. Responses to every item were standardized
and the scores summed up for a scale (alpha = .68).
Organizational Ties

Respondents were asked, "Do you belong to any neighborhood or community organizations, including block clubs, social groups, religious groups,
business groups or ethnic groups?" If they said yes, they were asked, "What are
they?" The number cited was coded. This item has been used in various studies
cited above.

12 - Newspaper Research Journal • Vol. 28, No. 1 • Winter 2007
Community Assessment

The first two items in the interview schedule asked respondents to assess
the quality of life in the metro area and their neighborhood, each using a 0-10
scale where 0 means the "worst place to live" and 10 means the "best place to
live." Responses were examined individually and standardized and added for
a scale of community assessment. The two assessments are correlated at .34
(p<.01). Both measures are standard items from the quality of life literature.^'
Communication Variables
Newspaper reading and interpersonal discussion about public issues were
measured using the standard set of items.
Newspaper Reading

Respondents were asked how
many days last week they read a newspaper, and responses were coded from
Oto7.
Interpersonal

ships

Communication

Relation-

Two measures of interpersonal
communication relationships were
used. Respondents were asked how
much they agreed with each of the
following statements, using a 0-10 scale
where 0 meant they strongly disagree,
5 was neutral and 10 meant they
strongly agreed: "I enjoy meeting
strangers" and "I prefer talking with
people who have the same background
as me.

The persistence of
newspapers as a
community builder
•

,, .

,

in this data support
those who would
emphasize news
rather than
information,
substance rather than
entertainment.

Interpersonal Communication about Public Ajfairs/Media Topics

Respondents were asked how often they did each of several things using a
0-10 scale where 0 meant they never did this and 10 meant they did this all the
time: "talking about current events with friends or coworkers" and "talking
about things I've seen in the media with friends or coworkers."
Social Categories

The standard social categories were measured, including marital status, the
number of people in one's household, age, level of formal education completed,
ethnic or racial background, household income and gender. Dummy variables
were constructed for being married, being white, being black and being some
other race or ethnicity.

Jeffres, Lee, Neuendorf and Atkin: Newspaper Reading Supports -13

Results
First, relationships between civic and community values, and community
were analyzed. As Table 1 shows, one of the two values representing civic
culture—participating in the political system—is strongly related to all of the
community variables, and the relationships persist when social categories are
controlled (ascriptive—gender, ethnicity; status—education, income; life cycle—
married, age, household size). The other value, being a good American, is
correlated with community attachment and assessments of the neighborhood
quality of life but not with the other community variables.
Table 1
Correlation Between Civic and Community Values and Variables
Community
Activities

Org.
Ties

Metro
QOL

Neigh
QOL

.13*
.13*
-.09
-.03

.25***
.24***
.02
.04

.21***
.20***
.10#
.09

.13*
.12*
.19***
.16**

.03
.06

.06
.05

.21***
.17**

.21***
.16**

-.11#
-.05

-.01
-.00

-.00
-.01

.12*
.10#

.12*
.09

-.09
-.07

-.06
-.07

.17**
.17**

.13*
.13*

.18***
.17***

-.07
-.05

-.02
-.03

.02
.04

.07
.08

.14*
-.03
.01

.24***
.11#
.11#

.18**
.15*
.13*

.06
.22***
.20***

Community
Attachment
Civic Culture Values
Participating in political system
.21***
.20***
Being a good American .17**
.13*
Social Order & Control Values
Tolerance of other people
.08
.03
Being obedient to authority
.12*
.08
Social Solidarity Values
Equality for all
Being able to help others

Social Network & Social Capital Values
Being involved in the community
.40***
Having good neighbors .27***
.24***

Note: The first line offigures represents bivariate correlations between the values and community variables
based on a sample size of about 300. The second line represents the partial correlations betzueen values and
community variables co}ttrollingfor social catego ies, including: gender, ethnicity (white, black, other ethnic
status as dummy variables), life cycle (age, marital status, number of people in household), and
achievement (education and income); the sample size varies slightly from 270. tt=p<.W; *=p<.
"=p<.01; "'=p<.001.
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Values representing social order and control are positively related only to
quality of life assessments. Tolerance of other people has no relationship with
community attachment or organizational ties, key variables in the social capital
literature. This value also is unrelated to participating in community leisure
activities. The other value—being obedient to authority—shows a mixed pattern of relationships.
The more important Table 2
obedience is, the Correlations between Newspaper Reading and
stronger the com- Civic & Community Values/Community Social Capital
munity attachment,
the higher the neighFrequency Read Newspaper
borhood quality of Civic Culture Values
Participating in political system
.27***
life assessment and
.25***
the less involved in
Being a good American
.14*
community leisure
.12*
activities, but these Social Order & Control Values
Tolerance of other people
.18**
relationships drop
below statistical sigBeing obedient to authority
.08
nificance with con.04
trols. Organizational Social Solidarity Values
Equality for all
.02
ties are unrelated to
-.01
either social order or
Being able to help others
.08
control values.
.07
The two social Social Network & Social Capital Values
Being involved in the community
.20***
solidarity values are
.23***
positively related to
Having good neighbors
.12*
three community
.08
variables but not orCommunity attachment
.23***
ganizational ties.
.18**
Community activities
.21***
Thus, the more im.25***
portant equality is as
Organizational ties
.23***
a value, the stronger
.21***
one's community
Metro quality of life assessment
.12*
attachment and the
Neighborhood quality of life assessment
.13*
higher one's metro
and neighborhood Note: The first line offigures represents bivariate correlations .06
between
quality of life assess- the values and newspaper reading based on a sample size of about 300.
ments; the relation- The second line represents the partial correlations between values and
newspaper reading controlling for social categories: gender, ethnicity
ship with commu- (white,
black ethnic status as dummy variables), life cycle (age,
nity attachments marital status, number of people in household), and achievement
falls below statisti- (education and income); the sample size varies slightly from 270.
for example, there is only a small reduction in the magnitude of
cal significance with Thus,
the relationship between reading the newspaper and particular values;
controls. Being able only in the case of "having good neighbors" is the relationship changed
to help others is cor- significantly, dropping below statistical significance
related with com- '=p<.05; "=p<.01; "'=p<.001.
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Table 3
Correlations Between Interpersonal Communication Variables and Community
and Civic Values and Community Variables
Interpersonal
Enjoy
Meeting
Strangers

Civic & Community Values:
Civic Culture Values
Participating in political system
.08
.06
.06
Being a good American
.02
Social Order & Control Values
.25***
Tolerance of other people
.20***
Being obedient to authority .15*
.12*
Social Solidarity Values
.25***
Equality for all
.24***
.11*
Being able to help others
Social Network & Social Capital Values
Being involved in the community
.19***
.20***
Having good neighbors
.21***
.18**
Community Variables:
Community Attachment

.24***
.20***
Community Activities
.07
.12*
.16**
Organizational Ties
.17**
.31***
Metro QOL Assessment
.28***
Neighborhood QOL Assessment
.17**

Relationships
Prefer
Talking
to People
Like Self

Interpersonal Topics
Talk Frequently Talk Frequently
About
About
Current
Things in
Events
Media

.05
.05
.08
.08

.05
.03
.06
.09

.05
.04
.05
.10

-.02
-.05
.06
.08

.23***
.21***
-.13*
-.11#

.14*
.15*
-.06
-.03

-.08
-.05
-.02
-.00

.12*
.12*
.01
.02

.14*
.14*
.14*
.16*

-.04
.01
.12*
.10#

.14*
.13*
.14*
.14*

.21*
.20*
.12*
.13*

.19**
.16**
.09
.09
.08
.06
.09
.04

.15*
.15*
.21***
.20***
.15*
.13*
.20***
.17**

.12*
.24***
.24***
.24***
.18**
.17**
.09
.08

.18**
.14*

.17**
.14*

.10#
.12*

Note: The first row represents bivariate correlations between interpersonal communication variables, and civic and
community values and community variables, based on a sample size varying slightly from 300. The second row
represents partial correlations between interpersonal communication variables, and civic and community values
and community variables, while controlling for social categories, including: gender, ethnicity (white, black, other
ethnic status as dummy variables), life cycle (age, marital status, number of peopie in household), and
achievement (education and income): the sample size varies slightly from 270. tt=p<.10: *=p<.05; "=p<.01: "*=p<.001.
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munity attachment but with none of the other variables, including participation
through organizations.
The strongest pattern of positive relationships in the table is found with
values representing the social network and social capital values themselves.
Thus, the more important being involved in the community is as a value, the
stronger the community attachment, the more community leisure activities one
is involved in, the more organizations one joins, and the stronger the metro
quality of life assessment. Only the neighborhood quality of life assessment is
unrelated. Having good neighbors is correlated with community attachment,
metro and neighborhood quality of life assessments and belonging to organizations, but not to attending community leisure activities, which occur at a metrowide level rather than the neighborhood.
Next relationships between values and newspaper reading were examined.
[See Table 2] Consistent with results from other studies examining political
behaviors, the findings revealed that reading the newspaper more frequently is
correlated with both civic culture values, with one of the two social order and
control values (tolerance but not being obedient) and with the first social
network and social capital value, being involved in the community. These
relationships persist with controls. Newspaper reading also is related to one
social order and control value—tolerance of other people—though it drops out
with controls for social categories. Newspaper reading is not related to the two
social solidarity values.
The study examines relationships between newspaper reading and community social capital variables in Table 2. The table shows a strong pattern of
positive relationships between reading the newspaper and measures of community social capital—community attachment, attending community leisure
activities, belonging to community organizations and quality of life assessments. Also, these relationships persist for the most part with social categories
controlled.
Interpersonal communication variables are related to community social
capital variables and civic and community values. [See Table 3] The measures
include two tapping "relationships" (e.g. the extent to which one enjoys talking
to strangers) and two that link to mass communication, (i.e. talking frequently
about things in the media or current events). As the table shows, those who enjoy
meeting strangers say that three sets of values are more important—social order
and control, social solidarity and social network and social capital. Thus, those
for whom tolerance, obedience, being able to help others, being involved in the
community and having good neighbors are important, also enjoy meeting
strangers. This study also revealed that the same values generally are associated
with talking more frequently about current events or other things from the
media. The only set of values unrelated to the interpersonal communication
measures is civic culture values.
Community variables of attachment, organizational ties and quality of life
assessments also are correlated with the interpersonal measures. Thus, those
who enjoy meeting strangers are more strongly attached to their community
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and belong to more organizations—they're not bowling alone, and have higher
metro and neighborhood quality of life assessments. Those who prefer talking
to people like themselves also are more strongly attached to their community
and assess their neighborhood quality of life more highly but they are not
involved in more organizations and do not attend more community leisure
activities. And there is an almost complete pattern of positive correlations
between talking about current events or things in the media and the community
variables. Those who engage in such conversations more often are more
attached to the community, attend more community leisure events, belong to
more organizations and assess the quality of life more highly. Most of these
relationships persist with controls.

Predicting Social Capital
Although questions of causality cannot be addressed with a static data set,
this study can examine the extent to which social categories, sets of civic and
community values, and communication variables predict social capital and
related community variables of attachment, activities and assessments. Table 4
shows the results of regressions predicting each of these factors. The community
measures—community attachment, organizational ties, quality of life assessments and community activities—were factor analyzed and one f^actor emerged,
with loadings ranging from .59 to .70. The factor accounted for 43 percent of the
shared variance. Respondents' factor scores were used as a summary measure
for social capital.
As Table 4 shows, both values and communication variables are significant
predictors of community social capital. The social categories are relatively
unimportant at this collective level, but two key values are significant—
participating in the political system and having good neighbors. With all of
these demographic and value variables already in the equation, considerable
additional variance explained by newspaper readership and people's interpersonal communication patterns can be observed. Thus, reading the newspaper is
not merely a reflection of demographics and the values people hold. Reading the
paper, talking about things seen in the media and interpersonal communication
patterns add additional explanatory power, accounting for more of the variance
in the dependent measure and representing an influence unique to readership
and discussing issues. Thus, the arrow running from communication to community social capital does not drop out of Figure 1, and reading the paper and
talking about what one sees are not redundant to audience backgrounds and the
values they hold.
The same analysis using hierarchical regression and identical predictors
was used for each of the four components of the community social capital
measure.'^ Again, reading the newspaper more frequently is an important
predictor of organizational ties and involvement in community activities,
testimony to the newspaper's ability to inform audiences of what's going on and
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Table 4
Predicting Social Capital
Variables
Social Categories:
Gender
African-American
Caucasian
Other ethnicity
Married
Age
No. people in household
Formal education
Household income

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

-.007
.045
.111
.044
-.064
.104
-.055
.106
.090
R Sq.Ch.=.O52,
F Ch=1.47 not significant

Values:
Participating in political system
Being a good American
Tolerance of other people
Being obedient to authority
Equality for all
Being able to help others
Being involved in community
Having good neighbors

Communication Variables:
Frequency read newspaper
Enjoy meeting strangers
Prefer talkine with Deode lilce me
Frequency talk about current events
with friends or co-workers
Frequency talk about things seen in
media with friends or co-workers

.167**
-.015
.020
-.048
.026
-.070
.299***
.117#
R Sq.Ch.=.169,
F Ch=6.29, p<.001

.129*
.212***
.141*
.022

.222**
R Sq. Ch.=.13,
F Ch.=9.13, p<.001
Equation, R=.593, R Sq.=.351, F=5.59, p<.001

Note: The dependent measure, community social capital, is the factor score representing community
attachment, organizational ties, community activities and quality of life assessments. Thus, the social
categories are unimportant as a group, and only three values are significant influences—participating
in the political system, being involved in the community and having good neighbors. Also, reading the
newspaper more frequently is a predictor, as are three measures of interpersonal communication,
including talking about things seen in the media with friends or co-workers.
'=<.O5; "=p<.01: '"=p<.001

mobilizing residents through organizations. Talking about things in the media
and discussing current events with friends and coworkers are significant
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predictors for all four components, supporting long-standing claims that interpersonal channels magnify the influence of the media.

Discussion
Putnam focused on organizational ties, using the metaphor of "bowling
"^^ That activity here is represented in organizational ties—actually belonging to community groups—and in community activities—going to sporting events, local museums, concerts and similar events. Neither of those
community variables is related to social solidarity values, or social order and
control values. Interestingly, those who value having good neighbors more
highly are not much more involved in their communities. However, other
aspects of social capital, including community attachment and quality of life
assessments, show a stronger pattern of correlation with different civic values.
In a variety of research traditions, media have been seen as having negative
effects on social capital and other sources of support for the political system. In
the 1970s, media treatment of government was seen as creating a "videomalaise"
represented by disillusionment with government and a declining civic involvement. Research in service of cultivation theory has produced the view that
television, in particular, fosters a media-centered view for heavy viewers that
diverges from reality and supports an image of the world, and one's community, as a "mean and scary place," hardly safe for "bowling alone." In the study
reported, newspaper readership is positively correlated with values representing civic culture, social network and social capital. Those who read the newspaper value political participation, being a good American, being involved in the
community, having good neighbors and tolerance of other people. Reading the
newspaper also is positively correlated with measures of community attachment, community activities, belonging to organizations and both metro and
neighborhood quality of life assessments.
Clearly, face-to-face communication is important for the social ties that are
the fabric of social capital. In the study reported here, the findings revealed that
those who have strong values representing social order, social solidarity and
social networks also are open to establishing relationships with strangers and
are more likely to talk about current events and items raised by the media.
Interpersonal communication variables also are related to almost all community variables, supporting strong community attachments, involvement in
more organizations and positive assessments of the community quality of life.
This pattern also fits the picture of a stable neighborhood painted by Doolittle
and MacDonald, who found a relationship between communication and sense
of community.^ This also is consistent with the literature on agenda setting,
where newspaper reading is linked to public discussions about important
issues. Clearly, this also operates at the community level.
Communication variables often are viewed by those outside the discipline
as merely mediating influences. While discussing community or national
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issues, they see media and communication variables as largely reflecting
demographic trends or influences from other institutions. At the same time,
some observers believe that audiences engage in selective exposure and project
their values onto the media. Here, the authors entered social categories, civic
and community values, and communication variables in hierarchical regression
to see to what extent newspaper readership and interpersonal communication
patterns had an impact on social capital beyond that explained by values and
demographics. Regression analyses predicting a summary measure of social
capital show that newspaper readership and interpersonal communication
variables explain additional variance beyond that accounted for by social
categories, civic values and community values. Among the communication
variables, talking about things in the media and interpersonal relations—
openness to strangers—are the most important predictors. Thus, mass and
interpersonal communication are important for building social capital. In fact,
it can be argued that reading the newspaper and interpersonal networks
represent "communication capital," with a capacity for influencing community
attachment, the quality of life and involvement in local activities. At a time when
newspapers face competition from online media and less market penetration,
we need to take note of the press' positive role in community-building and
consider the types of news and uses and gratifications responsible for this
impact. Such research might provide strategies for strengthening the ties that
bind papers to not only their readers but also their communities.
The persistence of newspapers as a community builder in this data supports
those who would emphasize news rather than information, substance rather
than entertainment. If those most involved in the community, most attached to
their neighborhoods, most active in discussing public affairs are newspaper
readers, then editors would do well do report on organizational activities, to tell
people what's going on in their community and to cover the problems that
threaten the neighborhoods to which they are most attached. There is a trend
toward blurring the lines between news and information. While news is
information, the reverse is not true. News must be "renewed" daily if not more
often to be useful, while information can be posted on the Internet or in
brochures and handbooks for use across time. Only the professional news
media, and newspapers in particular, have the resources and capacity to update
citizens on the state of their community and how the flow of events alters the
"information" they already hold. Citizens will influence local officials and get
involved in solving problems only when the newspaper appeals to their
community attachment and civic values with serious news. Readers need to be
gratified while reading the news, but entertainment without substantive news
is unlikely to appeal to those most attached to their communities. And the other
media provide little competition serving the public sphere at the community
level. Tell the readers something they won't get in the alternatives' entertainment listings, on static Web sites or in television news reports that often contain
only a couple of sentences with substantive facts. Those most attached to their
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communities are likely audiences for historical features, for in-depth stories that
tell "what people are talking about in their neighborhoods," and for clear
reports on what their public officials are doing or not doing to improve their
communities. After all, these are the things that reflect their values. In the
process, newspapers become even more important as communication capital.
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