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Echoing the USA, Roy Morgan Research reports that, while Australian print newspaper readership is 

tenuous, combined print/online readership has increased due principally to the significant growth in 

online readership (NewsGallery, 2015). Roy Morgan Research (2014) views the upward trend as 

being due to “increased cross-platform consumption of news content”, in particular on PCs, tablets 

and smartphones. As Singer (2008) observed, news aggregation can be a profitable business for the 

aggregators.   

 

Brodie, Hollebeek, Juric & Ilic (2011) assert that it is now strategically imperative for newspaper 

businesses to focus on audience engagement, specifically through “co-creating interactive customer 

experience and value.” This refers not only to the importance of engagement through interactivity, 

but also that the online experience must be developed bilaterally with readers. John Battelle, 

entrepreneur, author and co-founder of Federated Media Publishing and the annual Web 2.0 

Summit, reinforces this view stating: 

“The experience that a publication creates for its audience is 

the very essence of that publication's brand - and without 

deep engagement, that publication's brand will be weak. A 

good publication is a convener and an arbiter - it expresses a 

core narrative that becomes a badge of sorts for its 

readership.” (John Battelle, 2015). 

 

Battelle’s perspective is applicable to an online newspaper which has to engage and immerse its 

audience by facilitating audience interactivity. In a competitive environment, newspapers that do not 

connect with their readers will face loss of readership and commercial detriment. 

 

Given this scenario, research into audiences and their respective engagement - particularly through 

interactive features and content – is exceedingly important and invaluable. Research studies by 

scholars such as Yoo (2011) are significant and provide rich insight into audience interactivity and 

gratification derived from that interactivity. While based on an online newspaper in a medium-sized 

US city, Yoo’s findings may – broadly and with qualification – be applicable to other newspapers and 

organisations including book and magazine publishers, online blogs, government agencies and 

educational institutions.   

 

Along with scholars like LaRose & Eastin (2004), Quan-Haase & Young (2014) assert that the Uses and 

Gratifications (U&G) approach continues to be relevant to the field of internet studies. Tables 1 and 2 

 
John Battelle (Forbes, 2014) 
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in Yoo’s research share similarities to Quan-Haase & Young’s study in 2010 into gratifications 

obtained from Facebook and Instant Messaging. The four primary motives – information seeking, 

socialisation, entertainment and pastime – were shown to be valid. Additionally, three of these 

motives had a direct impact upon human and medium interactivity, with socialisation, naturally, 

affected only by human interactivity (Yoo, 2011). 

 

Significantly, Yoo’s effervescent survey distinguishes between Gratification Sought (GS) and 

Gratification Obtained (GO). This highlights actual experienced gratifications, or otherwise, during 

the online user experience and after. This is crucial. After all, how can the newspaper effectively 

tailor their user interface and interactive features to satisfy readers (GO), without first understanding 

the readers’ sought motives (GS)? Recognising the differentiations minimises potential shortcomings 

from perceptions or erroneous conclusions. Additionally, Price, Leong & Ryan (2005) concluded that 

identifying the way motivations (GS) differ contingent upon user characteristics is essential and 

requisite for targeting particular segments of the audience. For instance, targeting male and female 

sub-audiences differ. Price et al. (2005) suggest, for example, that a website targeting females may 

incorporate features addressing “the altruistic factor”, e.g. allowing readers to assist others through 

support, advice or discussion on forums.  

 

In the context of an online newspaper, Singer (2008) argues that 

the ’Where’ is the Internet and ‘When’ is “in a word, ‘now’.”  In 

this light, the findings of the research, which Yoo claims is 

consistent with earlier surveys (Chung & Yoo, 2008), would have 

assisted the online newspaper’s management in understanding 

their readers [customers – the ‘Who’], and their online 

behaviour, activities and attitudes on the website [the ‘What’, 

‘How’ and ‘Why’].  

 

Central to Yoo’s (2011) research were these questions: “Why and how do people use various 

interactive features in an online newspaper?” and “Why is it important to enhance interactivity 

during their use of an online newspaper?” Without Yoo’s research – which shows a positive 

relationship between GS and GO – the newspaper would be unaware that their readers have a good 

appreciation “of what can be achieved in the... online newspaper.” Additionally they would have 

been unclear as to how much repeat visitation is occurring. This is crucial and meaningful data for 

informed decision-making by the newspaper; not to mention data on the number of ‘hits’ and 

therefore the potential for generating revenue through advertising and ancillary products. 

 

 
Chan Yun Yoo  
(University of Kentucky, 2010) 
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In addition, such research should also provide the newspaper’s management with guidance on where 

to allocate internal resources to serve the needs of the readership (Sage Publications, n.d.) and, from 

a business strategy viewpoint, how to mitigate risk (Kaplan & Mikes, 2012). Research is vital for other 

reasons including: 

• Identifying target audience, sub-audiences and market opportunities 

• Differentiating between perceived and actual audience 

• Determining how audience engagement can be enhanced 

• Understanding perceived and actual interactivity, and effectiveness of interactivity features  

• Audience revisitation 

• Enabling formulation of business strategies towards audience marketing and service, and 

educating audience that online newspapers offer more than just news. 

 

 
 

Reiterating, research is important as it assists the online newspaper understand its audience’s 

characteristics; their expectations, gratifications sought and obtained; and GS and GO influences on 

interactivity and repeat visitations. 

 

The research by Yoo (2011), and its contribution to the overall audience interactivity and gratification 

(GS & GO) backdrop, is indisputable. Yoo’s findings are valid. However, useful as they are, the 

findings are not definitive or complete. Yoo accepts that his research has limitations, most notably 

the following: 

 the findings may not be truly representative of the general demographic;  

 inaccuracies of actual audience interactivity derived from self-reporting; and 

 deficiencies of the website in functionality and aesthetics.  

 

It should be noted also that Yoo recommends examining the results against random samples from 

the general population or general internet users. This should be revised from ‘or’ to ‘and’, if an 

 
(Joubert, n.d.) 
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accurate representation of the potential audience is desired. The U&G approach is effectively a 

questionnaire survey (Schroeder, Drotner, Kline, & Murray, 2003, p.38) and Yoo recognises that its 

results cannot be applied without qualification or further interpretation. 

 

There is little evidence in the article that comprehensive demographic data was collected. Yoo (2011) 

simply states that demographic information was sought from respondents. Not only is there no 

indication of the degree and type of demographic data requested, there are no grounds to assume 

that all respondents had even entered the requested data completely. Was the full spectrum of 

socio-cultural characteristics collected, e.g. education, occupation and income, marital status, family 

circumstances and immigration status? Neither was there any reference to compiling ethnological 

data, nor data associated with personality – types, attributes and traits [‘who’], which is essential for 

personality-targeted user interface and interactivity design (Nov, Arazy, Lopez, & Brusilovsky, 2013). 

 

Even if complete demographic data was collected, 

352 respondents is unequivocally a small sample. 

Compounding matters, it is (a) a sample of existing 

readers only and (b) of readers who were willing 

to participate in the survey. Therefore, not only 

does Yoo’s research present, potentially, an 

inaccurate image of the general population, it 

neglects two significant groups of people [‘Who’]: 

 existing readers who are reluctant to undertake online surveys; and 

 potential readers who are not currently part of the newspaper’s readership. 

 

With the former, measurement errors may result where surveys are associated with reluctance on 

the part of users to participate [‘Why’], with motivation is cited as a possible cause for the 

“relationship between reluctance and measurement error.” (Kaminska, McCutcheon & Billiet, 2010). 

Whether these survey-reluctant readers are more sensitive to the website’s interactive features is 

therefore a reasonable question. 

 

Failing to measure potential readers is ignoring a significant part of the market, one which can be 

financially lucrative for the newspaper. This amounts to missing an opportunity to create a new 

market [‘Who’, ‘What’ & ‘How’] and ignoring social and business responsibilities (Time, 2015). Some 

potential readers may not even be aware of the newspaper or its online presence. 

 

 
(Matakas, n.d.) 
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Furthermore, the respondents showed a median age of 34 years. It is probable that GS and GO are 

different for young single adults and married senior retirees. As applicable as it may be for the city’s 

adult population in the mid-30s, the research is therefore an assumption for the rest of the 

demographic. The USA and Australia’s current median age is similar at 37 years but Japan is markedly 

different at 12 years older (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014; Statista, 2015) [‘Who’]. This 

highlights the need to account for such factors when conducting and applying research findings. 

 

The research by Yoo (2011), tenably effective in terms of cost and time, has arguably a narrowed 

focus and, as a result, provides only a partial view of the complex real-world market.  

 

 
 

Yoo (2011) concedes that the idiosyncrasies of individual respondents may produce differences in 

interactivity measures, which is a view maintained by Ruggiero (2000). Yoo continues, “research 

should measure respondents’ actual interactivity... by monitoring their behaviours.” Clearly this 

suggests that qualitative collection of data is not just desirable but necessary. This is a perspective 

shared by Anthony (2009) who argues that while quantitative research is useful, “it’s dangerous to 

assume there is any single ‘best’ market research technique.” Anthony contends that numbers can 

be misleading, inducing false confidence and obscuring real opportunities. Too frequently, 

organisations default to quantitative research with the misguided notion that “there is safety in 

numbers.” (Qualtrics, 2010). 

 

Ruggiero (2000) shares this view, stating that focusing on individuals and their choices without any 

consideration given to the context of media use is flawed. Inevitably, choices are influenced by peer 

pressure, social norms and trends [‘Why’]. Qualitative research into user behaviour would have 

provided the reasons as to why choices were made and the circumstances [‘What’] influencing those 

choices. Overlooking context of use produces a narrow focus thereby “making it difficult to examine 

the societal implications of media use.” (Ruggiero, 2000). 

 

 
Effective Qualitative Research (Brown, 2014) 
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Even accounting for the limitations outlined by Yoo, the findings merely touch the surface of a 

deeper, more complex audience backdrop. For the online newspaper, qualitative answers to the 

following sample questions will provide a more complete result: 

 How do the readers feel about types of content? 

 What types of content are appealing and preferred?  

 Do readers prefer here’s-what-happened-today or more in-depth content, and why? 

 Do readers desire to contribute, in what way, how, how often and when? 

 When should content be provided in the audience’s life cycle? (Singer, 2008). 

 Does the website and interactive features demonstrate good usability and accessibility? 

 Are potential readers resisting the newspaper and its online features? (Conlon, 2014). 

 How do readers see the newspaper evolving with technological advancement and why? 

 Where and how do readers access the website? On what platform and when? 

 

 
 

Crucially for the newspaper, the following will have significant bearing upon business strategy:    

 Does a niche market exist for better researched, ‘brand name’ journalistic content? This 

niche presents another possible income stream, that of subscription. (Singer, 2008). 

 Is hyper-local content of interest and, if so, what and why? This has the potential to widen 

and increase readership (Schaffer, 2007). 

 What measures might be implemented to best serve existing readers and capture 

prospective readers? 

 Why readers chose this online newspaper over a competitor, and why would prospects 

favour it ahead of the competition? 

 

 
(Connected Social Media, 2014) 
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These are indispensible questions that should be addressed. “Behaviours, opinions, patterns, needs 

and pain points” are best documented by qualitative research (Madrigal & McClain, 2012). Without 

qualitative data, the online newspaper is working partially in the ‘dark’, and they will be unable to 

ascertain how well the internet will serve their business model. (Singer, 2008). 

 

In conclusion, today’s audience is diverse and complex, highly selective of content and are self-

producers of content. It consists of readers, ‘citizen journalists’ and bloggers, podcasters and 

videographers. It is geographically dispersed, transitory, fragmented, with media organisations 

having limited control upon ‘what’ is seen by ‘whom’, ‘why’, ‘when’ , ‘where’ and ‘how’. Undoubtedly 

power resides with the audience, not the media organisation. 

 

The ‘Five Ws & H’ are multi-faceted and, as such, an infinite number of questions can arise from any 

given issue. However central to an online newspaper (and its primary ‘why’) is its commercial 

viability. Inextricably linked to this business goal is the newspaper’s targeted audience. Thus media 

organisations cannot afford to ignore their audiences. The application and credibility of research 

methods are debatable, but research’s role and contribution to organisations are beyond question. 

 

A quantitative study provides the partial ‘picture’, one side of the coin, if you like. Qualitative 

research is the other, complementary side. Many scholars have concluded that both methods used 

integrally will likely yield the most integrated, accurate and, importantly, useful and meaningful 

result. 

  

Ultimately both the audience and media organisation will benefit from meaningful research. 

 

 

 (Qualtrics, 2010) 
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