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Newspapers increasingly rely on advertising for over 60% of revenue, and thus are increasingly needing to be sensitive to the needs of advertisers, and this impacts on their readers.  The bottom line is that newspapers have to target a class of readers that is being chased by most advertisers - conventionally that is they have to identify people with disposable income to buy the products of their advertisers (see Croteau & Hoynes 1997; 133-167). However, things are also more complex than this - as will be suggested in the final section of this report. 

Vividly demonstrating the fact that media sells audiences to advertisers, as its primary business model (rather than content to audiences) is a  report from the 1970s, stating that US broadcaster ABC issued a profile of its viewing audience, highlighting their desirable demographics. The network titled the report ‘Some People Are More Valuable Than Others’ (Wilson & Gutierrez 1995 P.23)  

This is not to make a value judgement on individuals, nor should it be taken to reflect any disregard for categories of people who are not attractive to advertisers. However, it is to reflect in a sober way on the realities of a capitalist marketplace for media enterprises that operate without subsidy.  It is for this reason that societies have established mechanisms like public service broadcasting, community radio and the Media Development and Diversity Trust, which can and should operate on a different logic and enjoy a degree of shelter from the inequalities that drive commercial media to strive to be just that more up-market whatever their target niche may be. 

The search for the affluent consumer has to be accompanied by content that is geared to a more affluent reader.  This can bring about a interesting situation within a newspaper business, where there is a reduction of circulation amongst readers who are less appealing to advertisers.  Declining circulations in this situation can be accompanied by rising advertising revenues. 

Many newspapers therefore strive to improve the demographic profile (in terms of average household income) of their readership.  This is done in two (often inter-related) ways: attract more affluent readers, and/or shed those who are less ad-desirable (Croteau & Hoynes 1997).

(1) The first approach is reflected in media content that is clearly aimed at more affluent households. This content includes extensive business sections, stock market reports and articles that highlight an upscale consumer lifestyle. This sometimes leads to a fall-off in less affluent readers who simply find the contents less relevant to their lives. 

(2) The second strategy is more direct - this is whereby newspapers also shed readers through pricing and distribution strategies. In this approach, it is seen as not cost-effective to have very poor people to buy the product: the outlay in terms of circulation  costs and the lower cover-price is not justified by the revenues (including advertising) brought in. Thus, publishers sometimes limit the paper’s distribution in poor neighbourhoods and in some cases even raise the price of the paper in these areas while reducing it in wealthier areas.

The LA Times, for example raised its daily sales price in inner city neighbourhoods from 35c to 50c. At the same time, it reduced the price to 25c in more affluent surrounding suburbs. Circulation went down, but advertising revenue increased, because the paper was now clearly targeting an affluent market, that was sought after by their advertisers (see Croteau & Hoynes 1997).  

In South Africa, the classic case where circulation did not translate into advertising revenue was the Rand Daily Mail which had a growing circulation, but amongst black readers who did not appeal to (white) advertisers for reasons of both race and class. As copy sales revenue did not cover costs, every copy sold lost the company more money in the absence of advertising. The increasing losses on the paper weakened its standing to the point that management was able to close it in the dubious political circumstances of PW Botha courting big business. 

Arguably, a similar situation confronted the mainly-white circulation Cape Times under Ryland Fisher, when he tried to build readership in the African and Coloured communities.  He invested in new content, such as ‘One City Many Cultures’, a pull out aimed at promoting tolerance and understanding in the diversity of Cape Town. As a result of content changing to become more inclusive and representative, new readers were gained in previously disadvantaged communities - but old ones in the wealthy white sector were lost (Fisher 2000:13). The paper had spend money on winning new downscale buyers, and lost out on advertising that preferred a white middle class. 

(White) advertisers were beginning to shun the paper, and this was one of the reasons why Fisher was fired and a new editor brought in to get the Cape Times to revert to and refocus on its middle class consumers.

The RDM and the Cape Times are instances where elite-oriented publications move into less-privileged markets. The opposite development can happen, however, where publications serving working-class readers begin to move more into white-collar and professional ranks. It is difficult in these circumstances to serve both classes of readers, and it is to be expected that some working-class readers will fall away and meet their media needs through other channels where possible.  

What is important, however, in such a situation, is that in a society characterised by high social mobility prospects, such as South Africa, that remaining working class readers continue with the paper because their aspirations are middle-class - and not unrealistically so.  In other words, their subjective situation runs ahead of the immediate objective situation - though catch-up by the latter is practically on the cards.  This category of aspirant middle-class reader is as desirable to many advertisers (especially brand-based advertising) as is that category which is already middle-class in its demographic. 

What all this shows is that advertising is not - and should not - always be related simply to the immediate demographics of income of audiences. A study of magazine ad placement in the USA by Koschat and Putsis (2000), found that exactly this kind of aspirational and other other economically-relevant factors play a major part in ad placement and rates in that country. Thus the two authors found that there is a substantial premium being paid  by advertisers for magazines with disproportionately young readers, despite the fact that they had earned less money than their elders.  This premium was because of:

* the advertising responsiveness of the youth constituency; 

* their disproportionately higher consumption of branded goods; 

* advertisers' interests in building brand equity through targeting aspirational and opinion-leader elements; 

* suitability of the particular editorial content environment for commercial communication. 

The two authors also make the case that older and higher affluent readers in the USA are often more critical of advertising, hence advertiser interests in the younger and less affluent.  In addition, they mention cases where a premium is happily paid by advertisers when they find it hard to reach the given constituency through other means. 

What all these arguments tell us is that circulation and readership figures are far less important for advertising than the specific character of the people involved. Further, that this character is not entirely a question of current wealth of the audience members, but also of their aspirations, their consumption patterns and responsiveness, and their reachability. 

It is time for advertisers to look more closely at the actual people who buy and read a given publication, and to understand where they are headed. 
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