
 

 



1  

How People learn About Their Local Community  

 

www.journalism.org  www.pewinternet.org    

 

How people learn about their local communit y 

 
 

Overview 
 
 

Contrary to much of the conventional understanding of how people learn about their 

communities, Americans turn to a wide range of platforms to get local news and information, 

and where they turn varies considerably depending on the subject matter and their age, 

according to a survey by the Pew Research Centerôs Project for Excellence in Journalism and 

Internet & American Lif e Project, produced in association with the John S. and James L. 

Knight Foundation that asks about local information in a new way.  

 

Most Americans, including more tech-savvy adults under age 40, also use a blend of both new 

and traditional sources to get their information.  

 

Overall, the picture revealed by the data is that of a richer and more nuanced ecosystem of 

community news and information than researchers have previously identified.  

 

The survey echoes longstanding research that more Americans report  watching local TV news 

than any other sourceðwhich has led to widely held idea that people go there for most of their 

community news and information . But it  also finds that Americans tend to rely on the medium 

for just a few topicsðmainly weather, breaking news, and to a lesser degree, traffic. These are 

the most widely followed local subjects. Yet consumers rely on other sources for most other 

local topics. Younger adults, moreover, rely on local television less, a fact that suggests more 

vulnerability for the medium in the future . 

 

The survey also yields some striking findings for newspapers. Most Americans (69%) say that if 

their local newspaper no longer existed, it would not  have a major  impact on their ability to 

keep up with information and news about their community.  

 

Yet the data show that newspapers play a much bigger role in peopleôs lives than many may 

realize. Newspapers (both the print and online  versions, though primarily print ) rank first or 

tie for  first as the source people rely on most for 11 of the 16 different kinds of local information 

asked aboutðmore topics than any other media source.i But most of these topicsðmany of 

which relate to civic affairs such as governmentðtaxes, etc., are ones followed by fewer 

Americans on a regular basis. 
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In other words, local TV draws a mass audience largely around a few popular subjects; local 

newspapers attract a smaller cohort of citizens but for  a wider range of civically oriented 

subjects.  

 

The survey also sheds light on the emerging role of the internet as people seek local news and 

information. The internet is defined here as web-only online destinations . For adults generally, 

the internet is a main source for information about restaurants and other local businesses, and 

it is tied with newspapers as a top source for material about housing, jobs and schoolsðall 

areas that place a special value on consumer input. Yet when one looks at the 79% of 

Americans who are online, the internet is the first or second most relied -upon source for 15 of 

the 16 local topics examined. For adults under 40, the web is first for 11 of the top 16 topicsð

and a close second on four others. 
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At the same time, the survey finds both citizen-based information sources and some very old 

forms of media remain vital as well. Print n ewsletters, online listservs and old-fashioned word 

of mouth are important means by which people learn in particular about community events 

and local schools.  

 

In all, the data in a new national survey show that the majority (64%) of American adults use at 

least three different types of media every week to get news and information about their l ocal 

community ðand 15% rely on at least six different kinds of media weekly.  

 

And nearly half of all American adults, 45%, say they do not  even have a favorite local news 

source. Instead, in the modern local news information system , different  media outlets, and in 

many cases entire platforms, are gaining footholds for  specific topic areas.  

 

While this can help news sources establish an identity with audiences, it also raises a critical 

question: If a platform were to w ither or disappear, would parts of the community go 

unmonitored?  

 

About the survey 
 

The new survey was administered from January 12-25 among a nationally-representative 

sample of 2,251 adults age 18 and older on landline and cell phones. It has an overall margin of 

error of plus or minus 2 percentage points. 

 

Conventional research has tended to ask people about local news and information generically 

with some variation of a simple question: Where do people turn most often for  their news? 

Asked that way, the majority of people answer local TV, which has made it the most popular 

news source in America. That is reinforced by ratings data that shows that the combined 

ratings of local television news programs exceeds that of other local media. The biennial media 

consumption survey of the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press similarly finds 

that local TV news is the medium most people turn to for news and information of any type. 

And th is new survey, too, finds that local TV is the most frequently used medium for news and 

information, with 7 4% watching local newscasts or visiting local TV websites at least weekly, 

compared with 50% who turn to newspapers and their websites, 51% to radio (on air and 

onli ne), and 47% who turn to web-only sources.  

 

But this survey also took a new approach as well, asking people about the information sources 

they rely on to get material about 16 different specific local information areas.  
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The result is a more complex portrait of how people learn and exchange information about 

community. The new data explodes the notion, for instance, that people have a primary or 

single source for most of their local news and information . 

 

Rather, Americans appear to discern significant differences in the strengths of d ifferent 

information sources. They recognize that there may be more information about their childôs 

school on a parent-run listserv than on television or even their neighborhood weekly paper. 

They recognize that if they want information about zoning or local government, it may be more 

available in the newspaper they do not regularly buy than on the television station they watch 

many days for traffic and weather. 

 

(For this survey, the ñinternet is defined as web-only sources such as search engines, specialty-

topic websites, and social networking sites. If respondents said they relied on the website of a 

newspaper, it was considered reliance on the newspaper and was combined with references to 

the print version of the local newspaper.  Similarly, if respondents said a local television 

website was their preferred sources for a particular type of local news, it was combined with 

references to watching local news on television and considered reliance on the local TV news 

platform rather than the internet. )  

 

 

Other key themes 
 

Other notable themes that emerge from the survey: 

 

¶ The most popular local topics are weather (89% of people get it), breaking news 

(80%); local politics (67%) and crime (66%). The least popular on our list of topics 

are zoning and development information  (30%), local social services (35%), job 

openings (39%) and local government activities (42%).  

 

¶ Nearly half of adults (47%) use mobile devices to get local news and information. 

Not surprisingly, mobile is particularly popular for ñout and aboutò categories of 

information, such as restaurants. And 41% of all adults can be considered ñlocal 

news participatorsò because they contribute their own information via social media 

and other sources, add to online conversations, and directly contribute articles 

about the community. Both these groups are substantially more likely than others 

to use the internet to get local news and information on almost all topics.  
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¶ Social media is becoming a factor in how people learn about their local community, 

but it is not as popular as other digital forms. In all, 17% of adults say they get local 

information on social networking sites like Facebook  at least monthly.  

 

¶ Mobile phone applications, or ñapps,ò have yet to emerge for  most local topic areas. 

Even now, though, 5% of Americans say they rely on a mobile app for weather 

information.  

 

¶ Old-fashioned word of mouth is still a factor in sharing local news and information, 

especially at the neighborhood level for information about local businesses, 

restaurants and schools. In all 55% of all adults get local news and information via 

word of mouth at least once a week. Word of mouth is particularly likely to be cited 

by younger residents as one of their top platforms for community events. Adults age 

40 and older are more likely to prefer word of mouth as a source for local politics, 

local government activity, housing and real estate, zoning, and social services.   

 

¶ The websites of newspapers and TV stations do not score highly as a relied-upon 

information source on any topics. They have gained modest footholds as sources 

that users rely upon for a variety of topics, including weather information , crime, 

politics,  and breaking news, but overall they consistently score in the low single 

digits when it comes to being the source that people rely upon on any of the topics 

we queried.   
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Age is the most influential  demographic 
 

While t here are a variety of demographic dimensions that are linked to the way people get local 

news and information, t he most striking is the difference between younger and older 

information consumers.  Simply put, one generation into the web, older consumers still rely 

more heavily on traditional platforms while younger consumers rely more on the internet.  

Among adults under age 40, the web ranks first or ties for first for  12 of the 16 local topics 

asked about. 

 

If someone is under age 40, she tends to get the following kinds of local news and information 

from the following places:  

¶ Internet :  weather, politics, crime, arts/cultural events, local businesses, schools, 
community events, restaurants, traffic, taxes, housing, local government, jobs, social 
services, and zoning/development  

¶ Newspapers:  crime, art s/cultural  events, community events, taxes, local government, 
jobs, social services, zoning/development 

¶ TV stations:  weather, breaking news, politics, crime, traffic, local government, and 
social services  

¶ Radio:  traffic  

¶ Word of mouth:  Community events 

 

If  she is 40 or older, she tends to get the following kinds of news in the following places: 

¶ Newspapers : politics, crime, arts/cultural events, local businesses, schools, 
community events, restaurants, taxes, housing and real estate, government activities, 
jobs, zoning/development, social services 

¶ TV stations : weather, breaking news, politics, traffic , crime 

¶ Internet:  local businesses, restaurants  

This move by younger users to rely on the internet for local information puts considerable 

pressure on traditional news organizations. Even though most have moved aggressively online 

with ambitious websites and social media strategies, there is evidence in the data that people 

find specialty websites and search engines a preferable way find the local material they want.  
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Part 2: The local topics people follow and the information 

sources they use 
 

The local news and information environment is changing in ways that most people believe 

makes it easier for them to get the specific information they want about  their communities. 

More than half of Americans (55%) say it is easier today to get the local information they want 

than it was five years ago. Just 12% say it is harder, and 30% say they have noticed no change 

over that time. Younger adults and those with the most access to technology (especially 

broadband and smartphones) express the most enthusiasm about the increased ease of using 

the local news and information ecosystem over the past five years. 

 

Despite that, people do not believe they are getting all the local news they need. Indeed, just 

31% of adults say their local sources give them all  of the local news and information that 

matters to them. The majority (58%) say they get only some of the news and information that 

matters, while 8% say they get little  or none. 

 

Local topics people follow 
 
One of the newer realities of this environment is 

that people now have greater ability to get 

material on the subjects that most matter to 

them and not bother with those that donôt. It is 

clear from this survey that not all local topics are 

equally popular. The survey asked a nationally- 

representative sample of adults whether they 

ever get news and information about 16 different 

local topics. Data show that while some local 

topics are followed by the large majorities of 

adults (weather, breaking news, politics and 

crime), others (zoning and development, social 

services, job openings) interest much smaller 

segments of adults.  

 
Moreover, the demographic portrait of the 

audience changes by topic, and often in turn 

reflects the platforms they rely on. For instance, 

if a subject is particularly appealing to older 
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consumers, traditional platforms such as television news and newspapers are often the 

primary sources. On the other hand, if the subject is particularly rel evant to younger adults, 

then the internet is likely to be the top source for that information.  

 

The figures on p. 11-12 indicate which adults are most likely to seek specific kinds of local 

information.  

 

In addition to the topic -specific demographic patterns noted in these graphics, several broad 

local news consumption patterns emerged. As a rule, those with higher levels of education and 

higher levels of income are more likely to follow most of the local news topics asked about, 

particularly those with a civic dimension such as politics, government news, and community 

events.  In addition, those who are older and those who have lived in their communities longer 

are more likely than younger people and community newcomers to be tuning in to information 

about many local topics, including social services, tax issues, and local schools.  
  



10  

How People learn About Their Local Community  

 

www.journalism.org  www.pewinternet.org    

 

 



11  

How People learn About Their Local Community  

 

www.journalism.org  www.pewinternet.org    

 

 



12  

How People learn About Their Local Community  

 

www.journalism.org  www.pewinternet.org    

 

 

The sources people use to get local news and information 
 

While the main focus of the survey were the questions in which respondents were asked which 

sources they ñrely on mostò when gathering news and information about 16 different local 

topics, it also included a broader question about the overall frequency with which people use 

various platforms for getting local news and information.  

 

Figure 5 indicates the sources people use at least once a week to get ñlocal news and 

information,ò in descending order.  
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Part 3: The role of newspapers 
 

The survey indicated that newspapers play a far more complex role in the civic life of 

communities than many Americans believe.  

 

Perceptions of the importance of local newspapers 
 

On the surface, most people do not feel that their local newspaper is a key source that they rely 

on for local information.  For instance, when asked, ñIf your local newspaper no longer existed, 

would that have a major impact, a minor impact, or no impact on your ability to keep up with 

information and news about your local community?ò a large majority of Americans, 69%, 

believe the death of their local newspaper would have no impact (39%) or only a minor  impact 

(30%) on their ability to get local information.  

 

Younger adults, age 18-29, were especially unconcerned. Fully 75% say their ability to get local 

information would not be affected in a major way by the absence of their local paper.  The 

same was true of heavier technology users: 74% of home broadband users say losing their 

paper would have no impact or only a minor impact  on their ability to get local information.  

 

Yet when asked about specific local topics and which sources they rely on for that information, 

it turns out that many adults are quite reliant on newspapers and their websites. Of the 16 

specific local topics queried, newspapers ranked as the most, or tied as the most, relied upon 

source for 11 of the 16.  

 

Local newspapers continue to be a key information source 
 

Among all adults, newspapers were cited as the most relied-upon source or tied for most relied 

upon for crime, taxes, local government activities, schools, local politics, local jobs, 

community/neighborhood events, arts events, zoning information, local social services, and 

real estate/housing.  

 

This dependence on newspapers for so many local topics sets it apart from all other sources of 

local news.  The internet, which was cited as the most relied upon source for five of the 16 

topics, was a distant second to newspapers in terms of widespread use and value.  

 

This sense from the public that newspapers are a place where they can turn to for information 

on a wide range of local topics, more so than other sources, confirms findings from other Pew 

Research Center studies, particularly a report on which news organizations tend to break new 



15  

How People learn About Their Local Community  

 

www.journalism.org  www.pewinternet.org    

 

informa tion in local news reporting conducted in Baltimore and research on what news is 

available from different sources produced as part of the State of the News Media 2006 report.ii  

 

 

The problem for newspapers is that many of these topics are followed by a relatively small 

percentage of the public. As noted in Part 2 of this report, just 30% of adults get information 

about zoning, 35% about social services, 42% about local government, and 43% about real 

estate. Thus, overall, the total number of Americans who rely on newspapers for the local 

information that matters to them is smaller than is the case for other platforms such as 

television.     

For instance, 48% of those who get information about taxes turn to newspapers, more than 

double the percentage who turn to the next most popular platform s, the internet  (20%) and TV 

news (19%).  But when translated as a percentage of all citizens, just 22% of Americans rely on 

newspapers for tax information. Thus, while newspapers command this subject area, most 

people simply do not seek out information about the subject of local taxes. 
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People may be making quite logical choices in this. Past PEJ studies have found that local 

newspapers typically have 70 to 100 stories a day. The typical half-hour local TV newscast is 

closer to 15. 1  So it is logical that newspapers would offer coverage of more topics in a 

community, while television might concentrate on a more limited number that attract the 

widest audience. Indeed, as PEJ found in a 2006 study, ñIn local metro dailies, citizens were 

far more likely to learn about things like taxes, education, zoning commissions and the 

activities of government than they would in most other media.ò2 

 

This, however, also has implications about what could happen if a newspaper in town were to 

disappear. If television has focused on covering weather, traffic, and breaking news, and that is 

what people look to this platform for, will television begin to cover taxes and zoning and 

education if the local newspaper no longer exists? Would new digital sources emerge to cover 

the hole if a local newspaper cut back its coverage or vanished altogether? And would the 

approach of these new sources be fully journalistic in nature?  

 

 

Newspapers matter less to adults under age 40 as a local information 
source 
 

Generational preferences add yet another layer of complexity. For adults under age 40, 

newspapers do not hold nearly the same appeal. Consider this stark difference: among all 

adults, newspapers are the clear top source for seven local topics (and tied with the internet as 

the top source for four other topics). Yet, among adults under 40 newspapers are the clear top 

choice for one topic, taxes, are tied with TV news for  another topic, crime, and tie with the 

internet for  four other topic areas. (The specifics of these differences are spelled out in Part 5 of 

this report. )  

 

For all ages, the strength of newspapers comes from aggregating an audience by offering a 

wide range of information, even if each subject or story has limited audience. That model may 

be vital from a civic standpoint, but it is traditionally expensive and it is not clear what the 

incentive is to replicate it if newspapers were to disappear.   

  

                                                 
1
 ñA Day in the Life of the Media,ò  Project for Excellence in Journalism, March 15, 2006, 

http://stateofthemedia.org/2006/a-day-in-the-life-of-the-media-intro/newspaper/ 
2
 Ibid 

 

 

 

http://stateofthemedia.org/2006/a-day-in-the-life-of-the-media-intro/newspaper/
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Part 4. The role of local TV news 
 

For many years, polls have shown that local TV is the most popular medium in America for 

news. This survey, however, adds interesting and limiting dimensions to that finding.  

 

Local TV is a critical source for everyday news 
 

Local TV (which for the purposes of this survey includes both televised broadcasts and local 

television websites) is the most popular source for the two topics that almost everyone is 

interested inðweather and breaking news. It has made itself essential in people's lives for 

events happening right now, though the survey also finds that the internet is creeping into 

those territories.   

 

 

It is also striking and potentia lly significant for the future that local TV ranks relatively low on 

the list of key sources for other local topics that garner more limited interest but reflect much 

of the day-to-day activities of local civic life. 

Overall, 89% of adults say they get information about local weather and 80% follow local 

breaking news. When asked what source they rely on most for this kind of news, local TV 

clearly ranks first.  Fully 58% of adults say they turn to local TV for weather information; 55% 
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named local TV as their top source for breaking news. The internet ranks second for both of 

these topics, but with a gap of more than 25 percentage points (32% turn to the internet for 

weather and 16% for breaking news).  

 

Local television is also the outlet of choice for adults interested in traffic and transportation 

news and information , though less than half of those surveyed (47%) say they follow this topic 

at all.   
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For breaking news, local televisionôs dominance cuts across age groups.  Even among adults 

under 40, roughly twice as many turn to TV as turn to the internet, 47% versus 22%.  

When it comes to weather updates, however, the under-40 audience is nearly split: 44% name 

local TV as their primary source and 41% cite internet sources other than local television or 

newspaper websites.  The same TV versus web divide occurs among social network users and 

mobile news consumersðtwo practices still most heavily used by younger generations.  
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 (Men seem to be making the switch to Web-based sources for local weather more than 

women. While most men, 55%, turn to local TV for weather, 36% rely on the internet as their 

top source. Just 28% of women say the internet is their top source for weather.)    

 

Local TV is just one of several key sources for political coverage 
 

One area in which television finds itself in head-to-head competition with other platforms is 

local politics. Two-thirds of Americans follow news and information about local political 

matters, and roughly the same percentage turn to television newscasts (or television websites) 

for this info rmation (28%) as turn to the local newspaper or its website (26%). The internet is 

third at 17%, and the data suggest over time its share of the audience will grow. Among adults 

under age 40, the internet is already the top source for local political infor mation and news -- 

26% of adults in this age group name the internet as their top source for this topic, while 19% 

name local TV news.   

 

Where local politics are concerned, a clear boost for television news comes from minority 

populations. Hispanics are more than four times more likely to name local television as their 

top source for local politics as they are to name newspapers (38% versus 11%). African-

American adults also prefer local TV over local newspapers as a source for this topic, though 

not quit e to the same degree (38% versus 23%).  
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Television also clearly beats out newspapers as a source for local political news among non-

internet users (41% to 27%) and among the less educated and those with lower household 

incomes.   

 

Beyond these four local topics, though, television news is rarely named as a primary source. In 

fact, in half of the topic areas asked about, fewer than 10% of adults name television as their 

primary source. This includes information about housing, jobs, c ommunity events and taxes. 

 

In short, local TV news has thrived by developing a franchise around a handful of topics that 

have the widest appeal.    

 

What does all this portend for the future of the medium? Local television still has a hold on 

some of the most sought-after local topics, and ones that people seek out most often. But these 

are also topics for which convenience and timeliness are key features, and television might 

easily be replaced by mobile platforms that are even more accessible than TV. For weather, this 

may already be happeningïas roughly a third 32% cite the internet as a primary source and 7% 

cite mobile devices. Weather apps and websites can often have as much or more information 

on local weather, and can localize it even more narrowly, than a local TV newscast might. 

 

And for most of the local topics that require more deep reporting and analysis, such as taxes or 

zoning or local business, consumers already turn to platforms other than television.  As news 

outlets try to find their place in the evolving information ecosystem, then, local news may be in 

a vulnerable position. What television has that others do not is the force of personality of local 

anchors and reporters on camera.    
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Part 5 ï The role of the internet   
 

The internet has already surpassed newspapers as a source Americans turn to for national and 

international news. 3  The findings from this survey now show its emerging role as a source for 

local news and information as well.  

 

The internet has become a significant local information source  
 

Among all adults, the internet is either the most popular source or tied with newspapers as the 

most popular source for five of the 16 local topics in the surveyðfrom restaurants and 

businesses to housing, schools and jobs.  

 

Among the 79% of Americans who are online, the internet is an even more significant source 

for local news and information . Looking just at  this group, the internet is the first or second 

most important source for 15 of the 16 local topics examined. The internet ran a distinct third 

place for  local crime news, a category for which internet users are more likely to turn to 

newspapers and television. However, for most local information topic s asked aboutðfrom 

local restaurants to weather to politics to local businessesðinternet users have found online -

only sources that they rely uponðand this does not include the websites of legacy media.4   

 

Among adults under age 40, similarly, the internet rivals or surpasses other platforms on every 

single topic area except one (breaking local news). It  is first or tied for first on 12 topics and a 

second choice for three others. This poses a major challenge to more traditional news 

providers, especially newspapers, which have often aspired to be a relatively comprehensive 

source of information on all of these topics.5 

 
  

                                                 
3
 Pew Research Center, ñInternet Gains on Television as Publicôs Main News Source.ò Available at: 

http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1844/poll-main-source-national-international-news-internet-television-newspapers  
4
 The figures for those relying on the internet for particular topics do not include people who specified that they 

accessed the websites of local newspapers or television stations.  For purposes of this report, these respondents are 

considered newspaper or television users, respectively. Those who cite the internet as their main source for a 

particular topic, then, are those who turn to the internet generally, use a search engine, or go to specialty websites 

for that topic. Social networking sites and mobile phone users were coded separately as well. Only very small 

percentages of adults said they turn to social networks for local news 
5
 Social networking sites and mobile phone users were coded separately as well. Only very small percentages of 

adults said they turn to social networks for local news. 

http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1844/poll-main-source-national-international-news-internet-television-newspapers
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Beyond the topics for which it is the top source, the internet is often the second-most 

important source of information on a variety of other topics. They include community events, 

weather, and local arts and cultural activities.   

 

Interestingly, even as the web has gained traction, there is one major area where it still lags 

well behindðbreaking news. Here, local television news (which includes local TV websites but 

is driven almost entirely by broadcasts) still well outpace online sources. Among all adults, 

55% say they rely on local TV for breaking news, compared with 16% who say they rely on the 

internet and 14% who rely on newspapers.  

 

The internet is a key source for peer-generated information  
 

The two local topics for which th e internet already takes the clearest lead, even when including 

adults with no access to the web, are restaurants and local businesses. With its ability to sort 

data quickly and assimilate large numbers of consumer reviews, the internet is gaining as a 

way to give people information that is personal and particular, such as what kind of nearby 

restaurant might be widely praised and patronized for a certain kind of cuisine. At the same 

time, the internet has also become a place where locally-oriented content creators can share 

material directly with specific audience groups that traditional news organizations have not 

covered comprehensively. (It is worth noting that this survey did not take account of location -
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based services that have just recently become available on mobile devices and are starting to be 

used by early adopters.6)  

 

In the past, reviews of restaurants and sometimes local businesses were provided by 

traditional news organizations ï especially newspapers. At times, other companies provided 

guides that critiqued locale fare. Now, information services like Yelp, which offers citizen 

reviews and restaurant information, or Craigslist.com, which carries local classifieds , are 

mainstays of this information in many communities. Those services might  have been 

developed by traditional news companies but were not and the audience has gravitated to the 

new platforms. The newer online services are also helped by the fact that their material is 

permanently searchable and therefore more comprehensively available to would -be patrons in 

ways that traditional newspapers and broadcasts are not.  

 

Only small percentages of adults said they relied most on social networking websites like 

Facebook and Twitter for local information.  Those sites are included in the internet category, 

but within this category run a distant third behind search engine and special topic sites.  

 

The five topics for which the internet is the most relied upon source  
 

Below is a detailed look at the local information topics where the intern et is a primary source. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
66

 For more on these services, see ñ28% of American Adults Use Mobile and Social Location-Based Services,ò 

available at http://pewinternet.org/Reports/2011/Location.aspx . 
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Restaurants, clubs and bars: Some 55% of adults surveyed said they at least 

occasionally get information about local restaurants, clubs, or bars. As noted in Part 2 

of this report, those who seek such information are disproportionately female, age 18-

39, college-educated, urban or suburban, and internet users.   

 

The internet has become the most popular source for this information in significant 

part because search engines outpace other sources for information about restaurants, 

clubs, or bars. Some 21% of adults say they rely on search engines for this 

information; that is particularly true for the young, the upscale, those who have lived 

in their communities a relatively short amount of time, and those who live in  urban 

and suburban areas. In addition to search, some 9% of adults use websites specially 

focused on entertainment establishments like restaurants, such as Yelp or Trip 

Advisor; another 2% say they rely on social networking sites provide them such 

informa tion. Here too young adults stand out as being more likely than their elders to 

rely on these internet sources, as are those who live in non-rural areas.  

 

Other local businesses: Some 60% of all adults say they get information about 

local businesses other than restaurants and bars. In Part 2, we noted that the people 

who get such information are disproportionately those who have college experience, 

live in relatively well -off household, and are age 40 or older. 

 

Overall, 28% of all adults say they rely on the internet to get this information versus 

18% who turn most to newspapers and newspaper websites, 13% who rely on word of 

mouth referrals, and 5% who look to TV news broadcasts and websites.  

 

And again, it is the search engines which are the biggest draw. Fully 21% of adults say 

they turn to search engines when seeking this information; and that is particularly 

true for those under age 40, those with some college education or college degrees, 

those who are parents, those who live in suburban and urban areas, and those who 

have relatively recently moved into a community. Some 10% of adults use websites 

with particular information about local businesses and just 1% social networking sites 

like Facebook and Twitter provide them such information.  
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Local schools and education: Fully 58% of American adults say they get 

information about local schools and education. As Part 2 noted, these users tend to be 

parents of minor children, ages 30-49, and more often female than male.  

 

On this topic, newspapers and the internet share the lead as the source they rely on 

most. Some 21% of all adults say they rely on their local newspaper and its website for 

material  about schools and education, while 18% say they rely on the internet. Those 

who turn to the newspaper are more likely to be 40 or older and more likely to be 

longtime residents of the community. Those who rely on the internet are more likely 

to be parents of minor children, women, Latinos, and college graduates.  

 

When it comes to getting information about local schools on specific domains on the 

internet, 10% of adults say they rely on specialty sites and 9% rely on search engines.  

 

Loc al jobs: In this survey, 39% said they seek information about local job openings 

and they are disproportionately African -American, under age 40, and living in lower 

income households.  

 

Of those who seek local job information, the internet and newspapers are relied upon 

in roughly equal measure. Some 17% of adults say they rely most on newspapers for 

local jobs information, while 16% say they rely most on the internet. However, the 

profil es of the two groups differ markedly. Those who count on newspapers tend to be 

40 or older, have no college education, and are longtime residents of the community. 

Those who count on the internet are likely to be under age 40, with some college 

education or a college degree, and to have lived in their community for less than 10 

years.  

 

For those who prefer the internet for job searches, specialty websites are particularly 

popular. One in ten adults (10%) get information about local job openings from  

specialty sites, while 8% rely on search engines and fewer than 1% say social 

networking sites are their primary source.  

 

The role of the internet in getting local jobs information becomes more important 

among younger Americans (those under age 40).  Some 24% of all those under age 40 

rely most on the internet to get jobs information, compared with 17% who rely on 

newspapers.   
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The websites of local newspapers and TV stations do not rank highly   
 

It is noteworthy that the websites of traditional local news platforms do not register at major 

levels on most of the subjects probed in the survey. It could be the case that those websites are 

not the most important source that people rely upon but they still see value in those sites as a 

supplemental resource or as a starting point for deeper research on a local topic that matters to 

them. According to online traffic data of news websites, for instance, legacy mediaðand 

particularly newspapersðtend to rank quite high relative to other sources.7 Still, taking people 

at their word about legacy media online, there are some topics on our list that websites of news 

organizations could conceivably  be even more potent than traditional newspapers or TV 

broadcasts and yet they are not. These include breaking news, weather, crime, and activities 

related to topics that are highly personalized like restaurants, housing and real estate, 

community events, and jobs.  

 

In none of our topics did more than 6% of respondents say they depended on the website of a 

legacy news organization. Some 6% said they relied on a TV stationôs website for weather 

information and that was the high mark for any traditional news organizationôs web operation. 

In addition 5% said they relied on a TV station website when there was breaking news in their 

                                                 
7
 In the top roughly 200 news web sites, an analysis of Nielsen Media Research data found 67% were from legacy 

media and nearly half (48%) newspapers, many of them local papers. Project for Excellence in Journalism, Nielsen 

Study, March 14, 2010;  http://stateofthemedia.org/2010/special-reports-economic-attitudes/nielsen-analysis/ 

Local housing and real estate: Some 43% of all Americans say they get 

information about housing and real estate. Those who do are more likely to be 

relatively upscale in household income and educational levels.  

 

Here, too, newspapers and the internet are statistically tied as the No. 1 source people 

rely upon. Among all adults, 19% say they rely on newspapers to get information 

about local housing and real estate and 17% say they rely on the internet. Those who 

turn to newspapers tend to be over age 40 and are longtime residents of the 

community. On the other hand, those who rely on the internet are under 40, 

suburbanites, and relatively newer arrivals in their communities.  

 

For those who use the internet to get information on local housing, there is an even 

split between relying  on search engines (9% of adults use them) and specialty sites 

(9% use them).  

 

http://stateofthemedia.org/2010/special-reports-economic-attitudes/nielsen-analysis/
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community , and 3% relied on local TV websites for local political news. After that, TV news 

websites barely registered. 

 

Some 5% said the website of their local newspaper was the platform they most relied upon to 

get crime news. On that topic the printed newspaper was considerably ahead of other 

platforms as the most relied-upon resource. Newspaper websites had a small foothold on some 

other subjects, as well.  Four percent cited the newspaper site as their primary source for local 

political information, while 3% said it was their primary sour ce for breaking news, local jobs, 

taxes, arts and cultural news, restaurants, and local taxes.  
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Part 6. Mobile, social networks and apps in the local 
information  landscape 
 

Two other factors seem to drive people to the internet when it comes to getting information 

about local subjects: mobile connections via smartphones or tablet computers and 

participation in the digital environment by sharing or creating local material them selves.  

 

Mobile and participatory news consumers 
 

This survey measured mobile local news and information  access by asking questions about 

how people used smartphones and tablets. In all, 47% of adults get at least some local news 

and information via their  smartphones or tablet computers.8  Thus, while mobile does not top 

the list of preferred sources for any of the 16 topics asked about, it is clearly a widely used 

supplemental source. Specifically: 

¶ 36% of all adults said they used a smartphone or tablet computer to check weather 
reports 

¶ 31% of all adults said they used those mobile devices to find local restaurants or local 
businesses 

¶ 25% of all adults said they used those mobile devices to get news about their local 
community  

¶ 20% of all adults said they used those mobile devices to check local sports scores and 
get updates 

¶ 19% of all adults said they used those mobile devices to get information about local 
traffic or public transportation  

¶ 16% of all adults said they used those mobile devices to get or use coupons for discounts 
at local stores 

In addition, 13% of adults say they get news alerts about their community sent to their phones 

by text messages or email. And 11% of adults say they get local news from apps for their 

smartphones.  

 
  

                                                 
8
 ñHow mobile devices are changing community information environments.ò Available at: 

http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2011/Local-mobile-news.aspx 

http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2011/Local-mobile-news.aspx
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On the participatory side, 41% of adults can be considered ñlocal news participators.ò That 

means they said ñyesò to at least one of the following: 

¶ 25% of adults share links to local stories or videos online with others  

¶ 16% of adults have commented on local news stories or blogs they read online 

¶ 16% of adults have posted news or information about their local community on a 
social networking site like Facebook 

¶ 8% of adults contribute to online discussions or message boards about their 
community  

¶ 6% of adults have ñtaggedò or categorized online local news content   

¶ 5% of adults have contributed articles, opinion pieces, photos or videos about their 
local community online  

¶ 2% of adults have posted news or information about their local community on 
Twitter  

Interestingly , though, online social networks have yet to become a main source for most areas 

of local information. Only very small percentages named social networks as the places they 

turn to most for any of the 16 topics areas. For instance, the topics on which social networks 

ranked highest were local restaurants and community events, with just 2% of adults naming 

these sites as a key source. For the other 14 types of community news and information , social 

networks were cited even less often.  

 

If someone is interested in getting local information on a handheld device or participates in 

circulating local information, she is significantly more likely than others to say she relies on the 

internet for most of the topics we explored. This is particularly true for particip ators, who are 

enthusiastic news consumers with more wide-ranging appetites than other local information 

consumers. 
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