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Our assignment was to analyze threats to rural newspapers in America. In developing our study, we chose to focus on challenges to rural newspapers rather than threats. Rather than impose a checklist of what we perceive as challenges, we decided to let the people who run the newspapers tell us what they see as challenges. We also asked them about competition they face for advertising dollars and for news coverage and how they are dealing with that competition.  Finally, we asked them about challenges facing their communities and the role of their newspapers in addressing those challenges. 

Our Methodology:

We created a brief online survey and sent a link to it to the publisher, editor and advertising manager at 30 newspapers in the 22-county area served by Eastern Kentucky University. Because of duplications in ownership and personnel at some of the newspapers in the region, the actual number of e-mails sent was fewer than 90. Sixteen people from 12 newspapers responded. We heard from nine of the 24 weeklies and from three of the six dailies in the area. Surveys were sent to newspapers in the following counties: Bell, Boyle, Casey, Clay, Estill, Garrard, Harlan, Jackson, Knox, Laurel, Lee, Leslie, Lincoln, Madison, McCreary, Owsley, Perry, Powell, Pulaski, Rockcastle, Wayne and Whitley.
Here’s what the publishers, editors and advertising managers told us:
1. Their biggest challenges include:


Competition from a variety of sources.




– Radio was most often identified as the major competitor for advertising dollars.




– Other newspapers, both local and regional, were named as competition for




    advertising and for news coverage.




– Internet – but not named as often as other competition sources; concern most




    often identified as competition between the Web site and the print product.


Staffing issues – retaining, training, paying staff; staff cutbacks ordered by owners.


Circulation declines.


An uneducated population.

While small newspapers have not figured out how to use the Internet effectively to raise advertising dollars, apparently the competition has not either. 

While the competition – for the time being at least – comes from traditional media, this may quickly change when broadband becomes more widely available in rural areas. It appears the newspapers that are most aggressively using the Internet are located in areas that already have broadband service.

“I consider that we are our own competition. Newspapers and their respective Web sites still have the bulk of the market share for delivering news and information to the market. If we do our job, we will be successful.”

_____

2. Newspapers are dealing with competitors for advertising dollars in several ways:


By emphasizing customer service.


By selling the benefits of newspaper advertising.


By combining forces with other small papers in their area for group sales in order to compete with large dailies.

Only one paper has established itself as a player in the digital marketplace and that paper is a daily in an area with broadband service already available.

“Giving our customers the most for their dollar and letting them know how we support our local community which in turn will make them more money.”

“We appeal to the small-town mindset by thoroughly covering local news. … We are familiar with the residents of our town, they know us on a personal level.” 

3. Competition for news coverage comes from: 


Other newspapers and regional television stations.


Not from radio. While radio competes for ad dollars, newspapers don’t see radio as news competition.


Not from the Internet. Only two respondents mentioned the Internet, including a local Web site devoted to news, as competition. One paper sees its own Web site as competition.

“TV outlets; however, with so many choices, the question is not who is our biggest competitor for news. The question really is who is our biggest competitor for our readers’ time and can we bring value in a way our competitors can’t?”

_____

4. Newspaper personnel were in agreement as to the primary tool to deal with competition: 


BE LOCAL, LOCAL, LOCAL. Providing more detail in better written stories than those provided by competitors is always a way to win the news war.

“Editorially, we are focusing on what readers want…intensely local news that is relevant to their daily lives. Educating reporters to ask more questions and do more than scratch the surface. We are also working hard to strengthen our editorial pages to reflect opinions that matter in this area. It is vital to engage our readers and this is the best way to do it.”

“As long as we focus on local news…address issues that matter to our readers and citizens as well as inform and educate them, we will be around for a long time.”

Other suggestions included:


Encouraging active community involvement on the part of the newspaper staff.


Publishing strong editorial pages.


Using the Web site to publish breaking news between editions (suggested by one weekly newspaper) in order to be the primary source of information for the community both in print and online.

“We are also looking at different topics for series reporting and possible investigative pieces. As our resources at a small publication are limited, we are also limited as to what we can do with these types of reporting. But we also know the television news, while out on a daily basis, is also limited by the time they have on the air. It is important for newspaper reporting to not only be good story telling, but also very detailed, more so than any television report. Otherwise, the stories are the same.”
5. Respondents identified several issues facing their communities including:


Drugs – by far the most common response.


The economy, poverty and jobs.


Growth and development.


Local government issues.


Education.

“Poverty. Lots and lots of rural poverty, which tends to lead to few higher education opportunities. Drugs, specifically prescription drugs. Political corruption, or the long standing idea that a few ‘good ol’ boys’ run everything in this town, that no one can change it, and that the local newspapers don’t care enough to investigate it.”
_____

6. Most see the solutions to these problems as:


Reporting on the issues, including investigative reporting.


Leading the debate on the issues through strong editorials.


Most did not think any amount of effort on the part of the newspaper would help solve the drug problems facing Eastern Kentucky.

“The best role the newspaper can take is to report the news accurately and fairly.”

“As the voice of our communities, we need to air these issues, initiate a dialog, and make sure that all sides are heard. An informed community will make better decisions about their future, and ours.”

Conclusion:  The final question in the survey asked, “Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your newspaper?” In their words….

“It is a local, hometown paper, that prints only local news that affects our readers.”

“We pride ourselves on being the voice of our communities. We offer a level of local coverage that no competitor can approach and have been part of our area’s lives for many years. We look forward to providing our information to our community for years to come, in whatever formats that they need and want.”

“Our newspaper has been in existence for nearly 115 years. It is a small-town, weekly newspaper. We are big on pictures of babies, children, students and anyone with unusually shaped vegetables. That is its niche. As long as we stay true to who we are, it will be here. At the same time, the paper needs to stay flexible to the change of the times and up to date as far as technology.”
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