
The Great Divide 
of Media Access

 

2018



Media Report

Introduction
Don’t worry; you don’t have to turn off your ad blocker to enjoy this content. You’ve 
likely seen this message pop up more and more as paid content subscriptions are the 
way forward for major news publications to keep the lights on. Even your local 
newspaper’s website probably has a paywall now. Or maybe you need to access the 
news but your 10 free monthly articles have run out. You’re out of luck. Other 
syndicated news sites may be relying on other ways like programmatic-ad-supported 
content, making the real news you need harder to access. 
 
What does this all mean for those who do not want to (or don’t have the means to) 
pay for quality news and reporting? This report highlights where people get their 
news, which news they trust, where they are willing to pay for content (or not), ad 
blocker usage and ad relevance, and the great divide that media access is creating. 

Traditional newspapers continue to be relied upon for news.

Love it or hate it, news is everywhere, perhaps even more front and center in 2018. 
And, love it or hate it, over half of all U.S. adults read a newspaper online or in print 
despite what people may think about the industry.
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When you think of the news, most of us want to check the latest breaking news. Since 
2016, CivicScience trending data has shown that local news TV is the reigning champ 
of breaking news. Over ¼ of American adults turn on a local news channel to stay 
informed when something breaks.
 

Over time, local news channel preference for breaking news has only grown, with 
national news websites decreasing as breaking news outlets for Americans since last 
year.

Local news TV is the reigning champ of breaking news.
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Those with lower income/without a degree rely more on local news channels than higher 
income/college-educated folks, who tend to go to national news websites more often. This 
likely comes down to access (money, time, and internet access). Local channels may not wish 
to cover a story or have the resources to cover a story with the same depth as a national 
website. This causes a divide in media coverage which will only be exacerbated as more 
content becomes paywalled and people have to choose which they’ll pay for, or if they’ll 
simply go to a source they’re already buying (cable). What will that mean for society as time 
goes on?

When it comes to who is accessing which media, those in rural areas are more likely to 
rely on local news channels, more than those in the city or suburbs do. 



Is it local?
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People turn to local news for breaking news, often out of necessity, but this section 
highlights it’s also about trust. The most recent 2018 data shows that year to date, 
26% of U.S. adults trust local tv news the most -which could be either a channel or a 
website.  U.S. adults are 37% more likely to trust local than broadcast news.

A mere 3% trust social media for news, and only 5% trust digital only sites such 
as Huffington Post, etc. 
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This trust in news outlets has been somewhat of a saga. Broadcast news networks have 
faced a steep decline since 2017, surpassed once again by local TV news as a trusted 
source. Cable news networks have declined in viewer trust since 2016, but appear to 
be making a slight comeback.
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The desire to read local news stories is also why people are switching on the 
local channel or reading local happenings online. About ⅓ of U.S. adults indicate 
that they are most likely to read local news stories over others. Again, this is 
likely chalked up to news as a necessity; to know about what’s happening in your 
own neck of the woods. However, local news people look to is mostly not even 
local, as this recent Duke study points out.

https://dewitt.sanford.duke.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Assessing-Local-Journalism_100-Communities.pdf?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=sendto_newslettertest&stream=top#_ga=2.232197212.296403483.1544649726-1578545988.1544035658
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Looking at this over time, excluding those who indicate they do not read the news, we 
see that in 2018,  local news as the most sought-after content type is growing. World 
News has made a huge jump, too. The red line indicates that the likelihood of reading 
political stories is on the decline.
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Whether or not they can afford it, people just don’t wanna. The percentage of 
people who are willing to pay for digital content is small and barely growing. Only
1% of U.S. adult respondents are willing to pay for all content on a website. And 
9% would pay for exclusive content, like in-depth reports or even video content.
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People don’t want to pay for content.
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The more money someone makes annually, the more likely they are to be willing 
to pay for online content — but it’s still very unlikely overall. Even those who 
make $100k or more a year aren’t keen on the idea of paid content.

Of those who would be willing to pay up to $5, $10 or $15 for a news 
subscription, business, tech and politics readers indicate they would open their 
pockets more for this content, while local news is probably on the lower end (up 
to $5). Sports fans are likely to only pay up to $5. 
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 When it comes to memberships vs. subscription models, the former is almost 2x more 
popular, while a combination of both is half as popular than a solo subscription.

The next chart begs the question … Which came first: the ad blocker or the 
paywall? Do new paywall / adblock messages steer people from using ad 
blockers, then? It’s a real possibility. 

Are ad blockers out?
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Though installation of an ad blocker on a smartphone has slowly grown in the past 3 
years, it hasn’t made up for the decline in ad blockers used on computers. Perhaps 
blockers aren’t as widely known in the phone format.
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So, with all those ad blockers turned off you’d think people would be getting 
served all the right ads, right? Wrong. Consumers’ perception of internet ads is 
ugly. 72% deem ads they see as irrelevant to their own interests. Younger 
people see the most relevant ads, but the numbers point to the reason of heavy 
social media use.  People who spend a hefty amount of time on social media 
each day see more relevant ads. It is designed to work that way, after all.

Relevant ads aren’t getting into the right ‘hands’.



 
The need for news isn’t going anywhere, but universal access to it continues to 
suffer as news outlets struggling with profitability try out different revenue 
models. People are going to have to choose which content they pay for, so will 
the informational divide between people who can subscribe to in-depth 
reporting on current events and those who rely on only local news with fewer 
resources also continue growing? 

For more information:
contact@civicscience.com

Conclusion

That all being said, this is bad news for digital news sites who rely on ad sales 
and for the resources they have available for quality reporting. Unlike billboards, 
online ads aren’t making the majority of their money simply by showing you an 
ad--the big bucks come from clicks. Without relevant ads, their ability to provide 
quality journalism is diminished.
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