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This dissertation studies the consequences of a changing viewing environment for exposure to 
news and current-affairs programs in the Netherlands from 1988 to 2010. The increasing 
variety of viewing alternatives has raised concerns about viewers who systematically drop out 
from news exposure or shift to more entertaining infotainment or soft-news formats. This study 
develops an integrated approach to audience behavior. Combining influences of viewing moti-
vations and aspects of viewing situations yields a comprehensive understanding of viewing 
behavior. People-meter data on the level of individual viewers are used to analyze how viewers 
have responded to the expansion of choice opportunities. The results reveal that Dutch viewers 
have spent more time watching a greater diversity of public-affairs TV over the last two decades. 
These findings indicate stable habits of watching public-affairs TV and contradict fears of 
audience fragmentation and specialization.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 
Watching the news on TV. What seems to be a simple activity has been extensively 
studied and debated by scholars in Communication and Political Science. Does 
news exposure help people to keep up with current-affairs and be involved with 
politics? Who watches the news and why? Can it still be taken for granted that 
people follow the news on TV as it could have been perhaps twenty or thirty years 
ago? This dissertation adds to the ongoing discussion by studying TV news 
consumption in the Netherlands. The main contributions of this work can be 
summarized by the following three points: 
 A longitudinal perspective: Changes of news exposure over the last two 

decades in the Netherlands are analyzed and related to changes of TV 
programming and audience behavior. 

 An integrated approach on audience behavior: Individual and situational 
determinants are combined for a comprehensive understanding of news 
viewing behavior. 

 Use of people-meter data: The studies are based on observational 
measurements of news exposure and overall viewing behavior. 

In this introduction, I describe the overall research goal that motivates and links 
the individual studies reported in the following chapters. Furthermore, I briefly 
introduce the Netherlands as a research venue and elaborate on the theoretical 
assumptions on audience behavior that have been used to study news viewing. 
This is followed by an introduction to people-meter data that provide measures of 
news exposure closer to reality than self-reported measures. I will conclude with an 
outline of the individual chapters and a description of their contribution to the 
main research question. 
 

Television as a Public-Affairs Medium 

A main argument throughout this dissertation is the persisting relevance of 
television as a medium of public-affairs information. This assumption is based on 
normative expectations about the societal value of public-affairs information, 
theoretical assumptions about TV news exposure, and empirical evidence on news 
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consumption. The relevance of the information function of TV, however, has been 
threatened by changes of the TV environment; in particular, by increasing choice 
opportunities.  
 Typical duties of citizens in democracies are voting, having political or societal 
knowledge and opinions, and actively participate in societal life beyond elections. 
Such normative expectations differ depending on the model of democracy that is 
applied – from a procedural to a participatory or deliberative one (Drale, 2004; 
Habermas, 2006; Strömbäck, 2005). However, a fundamental requirement for all 
models of democracy is that citizens hold at least a minimum knowledge about 
political and societal procedures, processes, issues, and events (Strömbäck, 2005). 
Thus, obtaining information about ongoing public affairs is a basis for other forms 
of political participation, from discussing politics with friends to running for a 
public office.  
 News programs on TV have long been regarded as being able to reach large 
audiences across socioeconomic groups and varying degrees of political interest 
and sophistication. Because they are audiovisual, they are assumed to aid attention 
and learning of the less interested more easily than other news sources (Grabe, 
Kamhawi, & Yegiyan, 2009; Graber, 1990; Kwak, 1999; see also: Schoenbach & 
Lauf, 2002). According to the concept of incidental learning, viewers might even 
obtain information if exposed to news programs accidentally without having an 
intention or motivation to learn about public affairs (Downs, 1957; Krugman & 
Hartley, 1970; Prior, 2007). 
 Indeed, television still is the most important news source in most Western 
countries. In the U.S., for instance, 58 percent of citizens reported to have watched 
news on TV yesterday in 2010. Web or mobile news, in contrast, were used by 44 
percent. Radio and newspapers rank even lower with 34 and 31 percent, 
respectively. Moreover, with an average of about 32 minutes per day, people also 
spent more time on TV news than on other news media (Pew Research Center for 
the People & the Press, 2010). A similar picture can be found in Western 
European countries. The Dutch spent on average 47 minutes watching TV news 
per day in 2007 – and even less time with other news sources compared to the U.S. 
(Van der Burg, Lauf, & Negenborn, 2011). In Germany about 50 percent of the 
citizens follow the news on TV on a daily basis, with an average viewing time of 12 
minutes per day. As many as 90 percent indicate to like watching the news (Zubayr 
& Geese, 2009). 
 Because of this high relevance of TV as a source of current-affairs 
information, concerns have been raised about viewers who are feared to 



Introduction 3 

systematically drop out from news exposure. With more channels to choose from, 
public-affairs programs are assumed to be more and more watched by those 
viewers only who are interested in politics and current-affairs and who actively 
seek out informational content. Less interested viewers, instead, would turn to 
alternative programs (Ksiazek, Malthouse, & Webster, 2010; Prior, 2007; Sunstein, 
2001). Increasing selectivity of TV viewers might then lead to widening gaps of 
political knowledge, interest, and participation. This argument culminates to severe 
consequences for democracy as stated by Prior (2007): More choice opportunities 
have led to an imbalance in voting behavior between politically involved partisans 
and less involved citizens. Hence, in the U.S., with its politically polarized news 
environment, election outcomes are biased by partisan votes (see also Iyengar & 
Hahn, 2009).  
 Similarly, in Western-European countries, viewing environments have 
changed tremendously with potential effects on news audiences. The introduction 
of commercial television in systems that had been restricted to public broadcasting 
before, as well as digitalization, has led to a growing number of channels to choose 
from. In addition to increasing alternatives to watch, programs that deal with 
public affairs have also been diversified and become more entertaining (Aalberg, 
van Aelst, & Curran, 2010; Pfetsch, 1996). Infotainment or soft-news formats have 
widened the notion of public affairs to the coverage of celebrities, human interest 
issues, politicians as persons, or emotional aspects of news stories. 
 Have these trends led to changes in TV news consumption in a Western 
European country such as the Netherlands? Have viewers increasingly turned away 
from the news, just because they can do so? The main goal of this dissertation is to 
study how TV is used as a medium of public-affairs in a changing viewing 
environment. Several studies examine patterns and conditions of exposure to 
public-affairs TV in the Netherlands. Trends are examined over the last two 
decades from 1988 to 2010.  
  

The Dutch TV Environment 

As one of the last countries in Europe, the Netherlands has introduced national 
commercial channels in the late 1980s. Since then, Dutch television has been a dual 
model consisting of public-service and commercial broadcasting. This mix is 
typical for democratic corporatist media systems of North-Western European 
countries (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). During the time of this study, the national TV 
market as well as the public-affairs programming has become more competitive. 
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From three public-service channels in 1988, the number of available channels has 
steadily increased to over 30 analog channels and over 50 digital channels. 
However, in terms of viewing behavior, the market remained highly concentrated 
with about 78 percent of the market share distributed among nine channels in 2010 
(Stichting KijkOnderzoek [SKO], 2011).  
 Public-service TV is, for the most part, responsible for public-affairs 
programming – a task that is also prescribed by the national media law. Specific to 
the Dutch system is its historical development in a segregated or ‘pillarized’ society. 
The traditional religious and political affiliations – although retreating – still 
characterize public-service broadcasting. Current-affairs programming, for 
instance, is mainly offered by broadcast organizations of different societal 
backgrounds. The news programming of public-service TV, in contrast, is 
dominated by the public service NOS (Nederlandse Omroep Stichting). NOS 
functions as an umbrella organization with the specific task of offering programs 
of general societal interest. Public-service stations have scheduled more news and 
current-affairs programs over the last twenty years (Aalberg et al., 2010). But also 
commercial channels have started their own public-affairs programming. In 
particular, entertaining information formats became a domain of commercial 
channels (see Chapters 4 and 5 for a more detailed description of these 
developments). 
 Investigating exposure to public-affairs TV in the Netherlands from 1988 to 
2010, thus, reveals how Dutch viewers have responded to a number of changes of 
the viewing environment. Specifically, these are the increase of viewing alternatives 
with a growing competition between public-service and commercial channels, and 
the increase, as well as diversification, of public-affairs programming itself. 
 

An Integrative Approach on Viewing Behavior 

How viewers deal with more viewing alternatives depends on the ways viewers 
make their program choices. Therefore, it is not only important to know which 
viewers watch public-affairs TV but also why they do so. What are viewers’ 
interests or motivations to watch? And in which kinds of situations are they likely 
to encounter public-affairs programs – perhaps incidentally? This is why this study 
looks at the conditions of the consumption of public-affairs TV, and the possible 
changes of these over time. The theoretical perspective on exposure to public-
affairs TV that is developed throughout this dissertation combines an individual 
and a structural approach on audience behavior. This perspective accounts for 
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personal characteristics of TV viewers as well as features of viewing situations. 
Thereby, it is an attempt to integrate a broad range of research traditions from 
uses-and-gratifications (Rubin, 2009; Ruggiero, 2000) and selective exposure 
research (Levy & Windahl, 1985; Zillman & Bryant, 1985) to audience duplication 
research (Cooper, 1996; Webster, Phalen, & Lichty, 2006).  
 The main assumption of the individual approach on audience behavior is that 
viewers seek to fulfill their needs by choosing appropriate programs to watch (e.g., 
Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982; Rubin, 1984). The structural approach, in contrast, 
regards viewers as strongly influenced by their environment. Particularly, 
programming characteristics and the composition of audiences determine audience 
flows between programs (e.g., Rust & Alpert, 1984; Webster, 2006). Typically, this 
approach studies aggregated audiences of programs or channels while the 
individual approach focuses on personal characteristics. But structural factors can 
also be observed on the individual level, as they become manifest in specific 
viewing situations. Characteristics of specific viewing situations are the structure of 
programming, a viewer’s availability to watch TV, the awareness of available 
viewing options, and the presence of other people.  
 An early model of program choice already regards viewing decisions as an 
outcome of both situational aspects as well as individual needs and preferences 
(Webster & Wakshlag, 1983).  Theoretically, the interrelation between structural 
and individual factors has been described as a duality following the ideas of 
structuration theory (Webster, 2009). Structures that are defined by the media 
environment are assumed to enable media users to enact choices according to their 
preferences. But media choices, in turn, have an impact on the structures they rely 
on. Aggregated user information, for instance, television program ratings or the 
popularity of websites, directly influence future media content, namely TV 
program schedules or result lists of online search engines (Webster, 2011). 
 Such mutual constitutions of cause and effect can also be described as 
‘dynamic transactions’ (Frueh & Schoenbach, 1982, 2005). The idea of dynamic 
transactions emphasizes that elements of a process can simultaneously influence 
each other, overcoming the traditional dichotomy of dependent and independent 
variables. Accordingly, media users are conceptualized as at the same time being 
autonomous in selecting and processing media content and dependent on 
structures such as the media environment and learned habits of media use. 
 The concept of media habits helps to clarify how motivational and situational 
factors simultaneously shape viewing behavior. Viewing habits have been defined 
as cognitive structures that allow automatic responses to key stimuli (Koch, 2010; 
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LaRose, 2010). Thus, key stimuli such as characteristics of place and time can lead 
to recurring viewing patterns. Once viewing choices have crystallized into habits, 
they are no longer consciously intentional. Nevertheless, they are the product of 
what was once a deliberate decision, and thus still reflect viewing interests and 
preferences. So, habits structure viewing behavior and limit the cognitive work 
necessary for viewing decisions. While situational cues can activate habitual 
patterns of media use, the repetitive activity, in turn, can reinforce or alter an 
existing media habit.   
 In sum, exposure to public-affairs TV is regarded as influenced by individual 
and structural factors. Specifically, these factors are individual preferences or 
motivations and characteristics of the viewing situations. Moreover, these different 
types of factors also influence each other so that viewing patterns are reinforced or 
altered over time.  
 

People-Meter Data 

Data about news exposure is almost always collected via surveys or interviews. So, 
respondents are typically asked about their TV viewing behavior. This type of self-
reports of media use has often been discussed critically (e.g., Allen & Taylor, 1985; 
Bartels, 1993; Price & Zaller, 1993). In general, well known problems of self-
reported measures are difficulties in interpreting the question equally and of 
recalling, estimating, and reporting viewing behavior truthfully (e.g., Burton & 
Blair, 1991; Schwarz, 2007). Using people-meter data instead of self-reports can 
overcome some of the problems regarding the reliability and validity of measuring 
exposure to TV news.  
 The Dutch Continu KijkOnderzoek (CKO) was founded as a national audience 
research foundation in 1987. Its tasks have been assigned to Stichting KijkOnderzoek 
(SKO) in 2002. CKO and later SKO represent national public and commercial 
broadcasters, advertisers, and media agencies and are responsible for the Dutch 
people-meter research. The collection of the audience data is conducted by Intomart 
GfK. Data of the programming of the major Dutch channels is collected by TV 
Times, since 2007 MediaXim Nederland. The data deliver widely accepted currencies 
of audience research, such as ratings and market shares of programs or channels. 
 As a basic principle, people-meters are installed in the participating panel 
households. Every time panel members watch TV, they register as viewers using a 
button on a separate remote control. Then, the meters record the channels 
watched and the exact moments of switching between them. The meter data are 
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transferred via telephone line and then linked to the programming data so that 
watching a channel at a particular time is allocated to a specific program. In 
addition, an annual survey is conducted among all panel members. This allows to 
relate the viewing data to individual characteristics, such as a viewer’s interest in 
politics and preferences for news and current-affairs programs (see for more 
detailed and historical overviews SKO, 2008; Webster et al., 2006). 
 Survey and people-meter data yield self-observations of news exposure, albeit 
with considerable differences. Survey questions are supposed to reproduce self-
observations of one’s past behavior. Typically, people are asked for introspection: 
Do they remember to have watched TV yesterday? But also people-meter 
measures are self-observations – in the sense that panel members need to log on to 
the system each time they consider themselves watching TV. So, the difference 
between the two methods of data gathering is that people-meter data are 
simultaneous self-observations while survey measures are ex post self-
observations. The quality of both types of measures depends on the willingness of 
the participants to co-operate and accurately record their behavior. However, the 
accuracy of self-reported news exposure additionally depends on the ability of the 
respondents to correctly remember their viewing behavior. People-meter measures, 
in contrast, virtually exclude memory as a source of measurement error (see 
Peeters, Jager, & Kalfs, 2005; SKO, 2008). 
 A second advantage of people-meter data is related to the complexity of 
information that is demanded from the participants. After registration as a viewer, 
the people-meter box electronically registers which channel is watched and for 
how long. This automatic component of the data collection assures that, once 
somebody has registered appropriately, all measures from the people meter data 
are equally accurate. Since survey measures are limited by the cognitive abilities of 
the respondent, their accuracy is likely to decrease with an increasing complexity of 
the measures and with time. For instance, telling whether one has watched news 
on TV yesterday is an easier task than recalling whether one has switched to a 
different channel to watch or to avoid a news program.  
 In sum, people-meter data should be more accurate compared to self-
reported survey measures. A highly stable manner of data collection yields 
consistent and comparable measures over time. The precise measurement of 
viewing behavior in combination with relevant individual characteristics allows an 
integration of the individual and the structural approach to audience behavior.  
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Outline of Dissertation Chapters 

The chapters of this dissertation are composed and written as individual studies 
and can also be read as such. In a consecutive manner, each study provides a 
contribution to the overall research aim of studying the role of public-affairs TV in 
a changing viewing environment (see Figure 1 for an overview). The first two 
chapters offer a theoretical and empirical preparation for the studies conducted in 
chapters three to five.  
 Chapter one provides a literature review on models and empirical studies on 
TV viewing behavior. A sequential model of watching TV is developed that 
describes viewing situations. Comprehensively, viewing is considered as a process 
and as influenced by factors stemming from the viewer, TV programming, the 
social environment, and other contextual aspects. This review results in an 
extensive research program. The following empirical studies apply this framework 
on exposure to news and public-affairs television. 
 In the next chapters, studies on news exposure follow a step-by-step 
approach to extend our understanding of news exposure as part of overall viewing 
behavior and its changes over time. The second chapter compares different 
manners of measuring news exposure with people-meter data. This comparison 
serves the purpose to evaluate the validity of exposure measures and their utility 
for the subsequent analyses. The exact duration of news exposure per week 
appears as the most appropriate measure for the further studies. In addition, the 
analysis yields insights about the interrelationships between the measures. 
 Chapter three examines determinants of news exposure. This cross-sectional 
study compares motivational and situational factors in their influence on news 
viewing behavior. Thereby, the integrated approach to audience behavior as 
outlined above is applied. The results show that the viewing situation is more 
influential than viewing motivations. But also interaction effects between the two 
types of factors are considered and reveal that motivations can reinforce or reverse 
situational influences.  
 In chapter four, the previous analysis is extended to a longitudinal one. The 
aim of this study is twofold: First, we look at changes of news exposure over time. 
Second, trends in news exposure are linked to developments in program choice 
behavior. With increasing choice opportunities, it is argued, news programs might 
primarily reach viewers who are interested in public affairs while the less interested 
might escape to alternative programs more often. Surprisingly, we find that Dutch 
viewers have watched more news over time. Relative to the impact of viewing 
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motivations, the impact of the viewing context remained influential on a high level 
over the years. 
 Finally, chapter five offers a broader look at exposure to public-affairs TV 
over time. Not only traditional news formats but also more entertaining news 
programs, as well as various background programs, are considered. We describe 
changes of public-affairs programming over time. Patterns of information viewing 
are explored and related to characteristics of viewers and their viewing behavior. 
Trends of these information viewing patterns over time reveal how viewers have 
incorporated an increasing variety of program formats into their viewing diets. 
Instead of a specialization – and thus increasing gaps between information seekers 
and avoiders – we find a diversification of public-affairs exposure in the 
Netherlands over the last two decades.  
 A concluding section, finally, presents an overview of the results obtained in 
the separate studies. The major conclusions and limitations of this research, as well 
as implications for future studies, are discussed. 
  

Objectives and setup of the dissertation project   

Overall research question: How has the use of TV as a medium of public‐affairs information 
changed in a changing viewing environment? 

Chapter 1: Dynamics of individual television viewing behavior 

Literature review and development of a sequential model of TV viewing behavior that serves 
as a framework for the empirical studies. 

Chapter 2: Dimensionality of TV‐news exposure 

Different measures of exposure to news programs from people‐meter data are compared 
and evaluated.  

Chapter 3: Why people watch the news 

A comparison of the influence of motivational and situational factors on news exposure. 
 

Chapter 4: TV‐news audiences in the Netherlands 1988–2010 

A longitudinal analysis of determinants of news exposure. 
 

Chapter 5: Watching public‐affairs TV in the Netherlands 1988–2010 

An analysis of trends and determinants of exposure to serious and light forms of public‐
affairs programming. 

Figure 1: Overview of the Research Project 
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Abstract 

Television viewing often is a sequence of a multitude of activities that can vary 
tremendously from the moment the TV set is turned on until it is turned off again. 
Previous models of individual viewing behavior as well as empirical studies have 
focused on isolated aspects of viewing only, such as the frequency and duration of 
viewing or patterns of selecting a specific program. This paper draws attention to 
the complete process of TV viewing. We develop a process model to describe 
whole viewing sessions. Furthermore, a review of the empirical evidence on 
viewing behavior and a typology of factors influencing the viewing process are 
presented, concluded by a research program. 
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Despite massive changes in the new media landscape, TV viewing remains a 
popular leisure activity with an average duration of viewing times between three 
and four hours per person per day in countries like the United States, United 
Kingdom, Germany, and the Netherlands. This is why answers to questions like 
how TV viewing is embedded in everyday life, what kinds of programs are viewed, 
and which factors influence viewing behavior are still important. Previous research 
on individual viewing patterns has focused on isolated elements of viewing, such as 
viewing duration and frequency, program choice, and finding the first channel to 
stick to. However, one important characteristic of TV exposure is that it is a 
process. The way the viewer participates as well as the program offering changes 
continuously while the viewer is watching. He or she might want to view a specific 
program, get an overview of the ongoing programs or maybe simply use the TV as 
background noise. Perhaps a fascinating scene on the screen arouses attention 
while one scans through the channels. The viewer stays with that program for a 
while but zaps during commercial breaks. When losing interest, he or she might 
continue grazing for a while before turning the TV off. Such changes or sequential 
characteristics of whole viewing sessions have not been investigated so far. The 
aim of this conceptual paper is, therefore, to draw attention to TV viewing as a 
sequence of a whole range of activities.  
 We propose a research perspective that accounts for the consecutive 
character of television exposure. This fits into the recent discussion on integrating 
individual and structural determinants of television-viewing behavior (Cooper & 
Tang, 2008; Webster, 2009). So far, activity or passivity of TV viewing have been 
mainly explained by choice behavior. Distinguishing different viewing activities and 
considering their temporal order, as we suggest here, yields a more comprehensive 
description of viewing behavior. Of course, a better understanding of sequential 
viewing patterns is of practical relevance as well: for TV programmers who want to 
serve the demands of viewers and also for advertisers and media planners who are 
interested in the viewing habits of their target groups. 
 First, models of individual viewing behavior will be reviewed. On this basis, 
an integrated model of sequential viewing patterns will be developed to describe 
TV viewing throughout whole viewing sessions. In a second step, we will look at 
factors that influence viewing behavior. After a review of empirical findings on 
viewing behavior, a typology of possible influencing factors will be provided. 
Finally, we will formulate a research program for the investigation of sequential 
viewing patterns. 
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Models of TV Viewing 

Research on TV viewing has always struggled with the question to which degree 
viewers are active or passive. On the one hand, mass-media communication is 
regarded as a one-way process with the medium as the predominant determinant 
of recipients’ behavior. This structural approach focuses on the regularities of 
aggregated audience behavior (e.g., Rust & Alpert, 1984; Webster & Phalen, 1997). 
The opposite perspective has its origin in the uses-and-gratifications approach to 
media use. This approach assumes that viewers act more or less rationally, guided 
by individual needs and motives, by gratifications sought and obtained (e.g., 
Palmgreen, 1984; Rubin & Windahl, 1986). Certainly, most uses-and-gratifications 
models admit that there is at least some influence of the program offer on viewing 
behavior, or more general of the media system, and of social and cultural 
conditions. Much research on TV viewing is actually based on a theoretical 
compromise allowing for active as well as passive aspects of viewing. Individual 
characteristics as well as program-related attributes are taken into account when 
influence factors on TV viewing are described. Active and passive viewing is not 
regarded as mutually exclusive but as end points of a continuum of audience 
activity (e.g., Bilandzic, 2004; Rubin, 1984).  
 Based on this theoretical combination, several attempts have been made to 
map individual and structural factors that may influence viewing behavior. We will 
review previous models of individual viewing behavior that render such an 
integration. For that purpose, an exhaustive search of the literature was done. It 
revealed that all models so far have focused on program choice as dependent 
variable. A first type of models has focused on the factors that influence viewers in 
their viewing decisions. As such, models of program choice depict a static 
perspective on viewing behavior. Which strategies viewers apply to search for a 
program to watch has been described by a second type of model that we refer to as 
process models. 
 

Models of Program Choice  

A first comprehensive model of influencing factors on program choice was 
developed by Webster and Wakshlag (1983, see Figure 1.1) with the attempt to 
integrate the perspectives of the uses-and-gratifications approach and of rational-
choice models. According to uses-and-gratifications, viewer choices are guided by 
needs and gratifications sought. Rational choice models assume that viewers seek 
to maximize their viewing utility by finding the best match between individual 
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preferences and the available program offer. Both perspectives anticipate that 
viewers choose programs because they contain content that viewers find useful.  
 Webster and Wakshlag introduced viewer availability as a precondition for their 
model. Quite plausibly, they assume that, prior to all further choices, a viewer 
needs to be able to watch. Viewers may become available because they expect a 
certain program offer, because they have needs and specific preferences. But 
viewers may also start watching simply because they have the time to do so. Once 
the decision to view is made, the authors assume that a viewer actively chooses 
between the alternatives at hand, primarily guided by individual preferences. The 
model distinguishes between long-term and short-term preferences. Enduring 
individual needs lead to the development of program type preferences. Transitory 
needs and long-term preferences together determine the short-term preference for 
a specific program. 
 Besides these individual attributes, the model includes as an influence factor 
the viewing group for the case of social viewing. Watching together with friends or 
family means that the viewer’s preferences affect the group opinion on program 
choice and that those preferences are, in turn, affected by the group. The 
composition of the group is, again, determined by the availability of viewers but 
also by the program choice that is taken. 
 
 

 

Source: Webster & Wakshlag, 1983: 433.  

 

Figure 1.1   The Model of Program Choice by Webster and Wakshlag. 
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 Choice is restricted by the often incomplete awareness of the program offer. 
Awareness and program choice are both influenced by the structure of available 
program options. These options depend on the number of channels as well as on 
scheduling and programming strategies. 
 The model of Webster and Wakshlag has been modified by others. The 
model of Klövekorn (2002, p. 36, see Figure 1.2) is much more differentiated in 
defining viewer preferences. It distinguishes between one’s perceived interest for a 
program type (genre popularity) and the actual relevance of a program type within 
one’s viewing behavior (long-term genre preference). Plus, habitual viewing 
choices do not only reflect genre preferences but also long-term preferences for 
channels. The impact of channel preferences on program choice had not been 
considered by the earlier model. With the distinction of long-term habits and 
interests, Klövekorn assumes that viewing choices do not necessarily have to be 
consistent with a proclaimed interest in certain program types. On the one hand, 
actual behavior is influenced by situational factors like moods and motives. So, 
viewing behavior is not always based on ideal choices. Instead, often the “least 
objectionable programming” (Jeffres, 1978) is chosen. On the other hand, actual 
choices are, of course, also determined by the available program offer. 
 
 
 
 

 

Source: Klövekorn, 2002: 36. 

 
Figure 1.2   The Model of Program Choice by Klövekorn. 
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 However, Klövekorn does not account for specific program preferences as 
Webster and Wakshlag have done in their model. This is why the two models 
should be combined. In addition, we assume that – similar to one’s individual 
interest for a program type – individual expectations about channels may influence 
the choice for a program on a specific channel as well. To classify individual 
preferences it can, thus, be distinguished between preference objects and 
preference qualities. All three objects – channels, genres, and specific programs – 
can have three preference qualities contributing to program choice: viewing habits, 
long-term interests, and short-term interests. 
 

Process Models 

The two models of program choice so far do not include search patterns that 
viewers apply before finally making a choice and staying with a program. Process 
models fill that gap. They account for switching behavior and revisions of choices. 
The first of these models was developed by Heeter (1985). 
 The factors that influence search strategies in Heeter’s model differ from the 
factors of the final-choice models described so far. Because her model describes 
how viewers search through different channels, she focuses on channel-related 
viewing habits, i.e., on channel familiarity and channel repertoire. Channel 
familiarity indicates how many channels are known to a viewer. Channel repertoire 
comprises those channels that a viewer uses regularly – comparable to the long-
term channel preferences of Klövekorn’s model. In contrast, content-related 
aspects, such as genre preferences, are not taken into account by Heeter. Next to 
channel familiarity and repertoire, Heeter assumes that other characteristics such as 
age, gender, education, availability of cable TV, and novelty-seeking have an impact 
on the search behavior of a viewer. Compared to the two models of final program 
choice, the emphasis here lies on individual aspects of one’s personality and 
viewing behavior. Aspects of the program offer are not included, apart from the 
number of channels available. Therewith, Heeter’s model implies a much more 
autonomous audience.  
 Heeter assumes two phases of searching for a program. The first phase of the 
search process is an orienting one during which a viewer gathers information about 
available alternatives by using a TV guide and/or switching through the channels. 
Three criteria determine the degree of the awareness of program alternatives:  
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 Processing mode: Processing is called automatic if a viewer searches the 
channels in a numerical order. It is called controlled if channels are selected in 
any other than a numerical order. 

 Search repertoire: The search repertoire can be either elaborated if all or most 
channels are included or restricted if only a limited number of channels are 
considered. 

 Evaluation orientation: The evaluation of the offer is exhaustive if the best 
option is chosen of all channels of an individual search repertoire. The 
evaluation is terminating if the search process is stopped as soon as one 
program appears to be acceptable.  

After the first selection of a program, the choice process can be stopped, 
continued or restarted. So, an orienting search may be followed by a reevaluation 
period – the second phase of the choice process. In other words, Heeter 
introduces a dynamic component of TV viewing. Because the needs and moods of 
the viewer as well as the input may change while watching, the process of 
evaluating, searching and deciding could continue.  
 A second process model (Bilandzic, 1999) tries not only to be comprehensive 
in describing channel search procedures but also looks in a more detailed fashion 
at information processing and decision making during a program search. As 
opposed to Heeter, the model of Bilandzic emphasizes the impact of program 
content as the initial point of the viewing process. Individual aspects are relevant, 
then, in so far as they influence the perception and evaluation of contents. 
 Like the three models already described, Bilandzic seeks to explain how 
viewers decide to view a certain program. For that purpose, she draws on schema 
theory to introduce mental structures that determine perception and understanding 
of information (e.g., Fiske & Taylor, 1991). For her, the choice process starts with 
the perception of TV messages. The viewer begins by identifying and activating 
cognitive schemata for the processing of the information on the screen. These 
schemata can be related to program attributes such as channel, genre, program, TV 
personality, and subject. If a program does not fit a familiar schema, information 
processing can become more elaborated or explorative. Following the uses-and-
gratifications approach to media exposure, gratifications sought form a second 
component of decision making. In addition to expectations concerning fulfillment 
of individual needs, moods, or motives, a viewer can also have more general 
expectations about the functionality of TV as such or of a certain channel or 
program. Schemata as well as expectations are influenced by references to one’s 
own life and experiences with the media.  
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 Also, the degree of intentionality during a choice process determines whether 
an offer is evaluated in a more heuristic or more systematic fashion (Bilandzic, 
2004). In the heuristic mode, program evaluation is primarily based on salient 
attributes of TV messages – everything that immediately arouses attention, such as 
cuts, motions, and striking contents. Or a message matches with a viewing habit. 
For instance, if viewers like to watch sitcoms, it is very likely that they will interrupt 
scanning once they recognize a program of that genre. Because viewers are familiar 
with the symbolic world of TV, the choice process can be shortened; recognition 
can lead directly to an evaluation of the program. Systematic evaluation is more 
elaborated and based on more complex aspects of the TV offer, like story line or 
reasoning. In both modes of evaluation, the interaction between viewer and TV 
message leads to an activation of schemata. A program will be selected if the 
viewer arrives at a positive evaluation or begins to actively examine a message. 
Once a program is selected, systematic evaluation may continue. The reception will 
be interrupted if the program is neither positively evaluated nor actively examined. 
 This sounds very rational. But of course not all elements of TV viewing and 
program choice can be explained as rational behavior. Bilandzic (1999) also 
mentions other viewing modes: Scanning periods, for instance, can also serve for 
an unspecific orientation – especially, if all available programs are included 
(flipping). Finally, watching TV does not necessarily mean that undivided attention 
is paid to the screen. Sometimes a viewer is preoccupied with other things and 
hardly recognizes what is going on.  
 

Modeling Sequences of Viewing 

What are the main gaps in the description of viewing behavior by the previous 
models, and how can they be improved? By specifying a list of determinants and 
assuming relations between them, choice models create the impression that 
program choice proceeds in an almost mechanical manner. However, the 
relationships indicated so far are by no means exhaustive. Other relations can be 
imagined as well: for instance, individual needs and preferences might influence the 
mere awareness of the program offer. The program structure, in turn, might 
amplify a viewer’s needs and preferences. Webster (2009) recently compared this 
interrelation of viewer preferences and the program structure with the duality of 
structure and agent in structuration theory.  
 For a more comprehensive model, we suggest to first integrate the different 
approaches to program choice by distinguishing different spheres of influence:  



Dynamics of Individual Television Viewing Behavior 21 

 

Figure 1.3   A Framework of Levels Influencing Program Choice. 

 
individual factors, the social environment, and the program structure. But of 
course, impact on program choice does not stop at this point. Therefore, we also 
refer to context as an additional layer. The resulting framework (Figure 1.3) 
sharpens the distinction between different spheres of influence: program choice 
can be influenced by factors from all four levels.  
 Factors on the same level but also those from different levels are presumably 
interrelated. This implies a processual perspective. Although the process models 
have taken the dynamics of program choice into account, they have examined each 
choice separately from previous and subsequent viewing decisions. They do not 
account for the consecutive character of TV viewing. But prior choices also 
influence subsequent behavior. For instance, viewers might avoid a news program 
because they have already watched another outlet earlier this evening. Or others 
might seek for diversification after staying with a special interest channel for a 
while. Our own modeling of viewing behavior will, therefore, go one step further 
and look at whole viewing sessions. 
 A viewing session lasts from the moment a viewer starts watching TV until he or 
she stops viewing. To describe changing behavior during a session, the previous 
models can be combined and extended. The idea of the flowchart in Figure 1.4 is 
to model viewing sessions along possible activities of the viewer, such as evaluating 
a program, deciding whether to view this program or not, and switching to another 
channel. The primary goal of our model is to describe sequential-viewing activities. 
The model also accounts for the levels of influencing factors that we have learned 
as shaping viewing behavior.  
 The viewing process starts with the decision to view TV at all, followed by the 
first channel or program choice. These first decisions can be made on purpose but 
also indirectly, for instance, by entering a room where others are already watching. 
Content stemming from a specific program provides the input that is perceived 
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Figure 1.4   A Process Model of Sequential Viewing Patterns. 

 
and evaluated by the viewer. Different modes of perception and evaluation are 
possible depending, for instance, on moods and motives of the viewer. 
 As suggested by Bilandzic (1999), during the first seconds of perception, only 
a heuristic evaluation of the program is possible, leading to the first decision 
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decision to search for another program. Through these loops, the model allows for 
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both. In the case of searching for a different program, for instance, the following 
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(scanning). Maybe, the viewer even scans all available channels (flipping). 
 The channels can be searched more slowly, including a systematic evaluation 

(grazing). 

decision  
to view 

stop  
viewing 

‐

+

‐

+

program 
choice 

evaluationperception

individual characteristics 

social environment 

program structure 

context 

continue? search? content



Dynamics of Individual Television Viewing Behavior 23 

 A viewer switches to avoid certain content such as a commercial break and 
switches back after a while (zapping). 

 A viewer is interested in two or more programs and keeps on switching back 
and forth (hopping). 

Each action mentioned by the model can be described by subactivities. Switching, 
for instance, contains more decisions, such as which channel to choose next, 
whether to search in a numerical or in another purposive or nonpurposive order, 
or whether to consult a program guide in between or not. Therefore, submodels 
for each activity can be imagined dependent on the focus of the research. 
 But is watching TV as we describe it here not completely outdated already? A 
growing number of viewers use digital video recorders to record programs and 
watch them whenever it suits their schedule (Bernoff, 2004). Also viewing online 
becomes more and more popular. However, it does not seem to replace traditional 
forms of watching TV (Engel & Müller, 2008; Stipp, 2004). Exposure to 
prescheduled programming, still, is by far the most common way of watching TV 
(Marsden & Ariño, 2005; Stichting KijkOnderzoek [SKO], 2008). Especially, habits 
of viewing to relax and simply enjoy entertainment programs in a row seem to 
change only marginally (Gleich, 2008). 
 But of course, the structure of the program offer is about to change 
considerably. Services that record programs on the basis of individual preferences 
and previous choice behavior, for instance, provide a highly personalized offer. 
This is why these services are a good example for interactions between the 
program offer and viewer preferences. But in spite of such a personalized filter, 
viewers still make viewing decisions and selections from a pre-selection especially 
made for them.  
 Or interactive television, as a second example of digital TV, enables the 
viewer to combine viewing with other activities, such as searching for additional 
information, participating in a game, or choosing between different continuations 
of a narrative. Interacting with the program offer can be regarded as a different 
quality or mode of viewing that, certainly, influences the evaluation of a program 
and, therewith, whole patterns of viewing sequences. 
 Watching TV programs online constitutes a further viewing mode with, again, 
specific possibilities for program choice: viewers can choose to watch whatever 
programs they like and view them whenever they like. Often, digitalization is 
anticipated as making viewers sovereign navigators, independent of every program 
schedule. Our framework could help test this assumption: patterns of viewing 
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sequences should change when viewers can become more selective in their viewing 
choices. 
 The model offers different possibilities to describe viewing sessions. To guide 
explorative research it has to be further specified based on a specific research 
question. If the focus of interest, for instance, lies on selective exposure, sessions 
can be partitioned into intervals between switching. A channel interval would then 
last as long as a viewer stays with one channel (see Hasebrink & Krotz, 1993). 
Subsequent channel intervals constitute longer viewing sequences. The perspective 
of sequential viewing patterns opens the field for another type of research 
questions: How do viewing decisions change over the course of a viewing session? 
As indicated before, relations to possible influencing factors and the relations 
between them are multifaceted. Our framework encourages looking, especially, at 
dynamic influences during viewing sessions: Is program choice, for instance, at the 
beginning of a session influenced by the same factors as choices at later moments? 
Or how do search patterns differ over the course of a session? 
 Summing up, our model of sequential-viewing patterns suggests a more 
comprehensive perspective on individual TV viewing behavior. What types of 
programs viewers choose and how they reach this decision is not considered as 
isolated but in the context of whole viewing sessions. We argue that watching TV 
is mostly a consecutive behavior and that the duration and temporal order of 
viewing plays a crucial role: How a viewer evaluates a program offer is influenced 
by his or her prior choices. Therefore, we propose to look for typical patterns that 
describe viewing behavior between the decisions to start and to stop watching TV. 
Especially, with the emergence of new forms of viewing it may become even more 
relevant to investigate whole viewing situations. That way, different viewing modes 
can be compared and possible chances studied. 
 

Empirical Evidence on Influential Factors 

So far, our model building has been guided by previous models on individual 
viewing behavior that attempted to integrate the individual and the structural 
approach on audience behavior. Interestingly, compared to models of viewing 
behavior, empirical studies on the same subject have considered a much broader 
variety of predictors than the models, albeit often on an ad hoc basis. Therefore, 
we will now look at previous research to specify the framework of our model: 
Which individual, social, program-related, and contextual factors have been found 
to influence viewing behavior besides the ones we already encountered in models? 
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The following overview also presents the type of relations that have been found 
between our four spheres of influence and elements of the sequential-viewing 
process. 
 

Individual Factors 

Many viewing patterns show differences due to sociodemographics. So, variations 
in the frequency and the duration of viewing but also the amount of switching as 
well as the choice for specific program types are related to age, gender, education, 
income, and social class (Bilandzic & Rössler, 2004; Comstock & Scharrer, 1999; 
Hasebrink & Krotz, 1996; Rubin, 1984; Vierkant, 1987). The reasons why people 
start viewing at all and which programs they select differ individually according to 
one’s motives and the perceived functionality of TV. Gratifications sought can be 
categorized, for instance, into escape, i.e., affective needs such as enjoyment and 
passing time; surveillance, which describes integrative needs such as self-
identification and social comparison; and seeking of information, which includes the 
need to be aware of ongoing events and developments as well as the need to keep 
up with TV as media offer (Comstock & Scharrer, 1999).  
 The decision to view TV and the choice of a program can also follow the 
rather unconscious need to alter one’s level of arousal in order to avoid being 
under- or overaroused (mood management theory, e.g., Zillmann & Bryant, 1985). 
Empirical evidence suggests that different mood states have different effects on 
viewing at all or on the selection of specific genres interacting with personality 
factors (e.g., Anderson, Collins, Schmitt, & Jacobvitz, 1996; Christ & Medorff, 
1984; Mares & Cantor, 1992; Meadowcroft & Zillman, 1987). 
 In general, many situations of everyday life, such as work and other 
obligations, also influence how much viewing time is available to a viewer 
(Comstock & Scharrer, 1999; Gensch & Shaman, 1980; Westerik, Renckstorf, 
Wester, & Lammers, 2005). Since viewing behavior is highly habitual (Rosenstein 
& Grant, 1997), it is not surprising that past viewing behavior and program choices 
have often been found to be strong predictors of the present one (e.g., Barwise, 
Ehrenberg, & Goodhardt, 1982; Klövekorn, 2002). The same is true for self-
reported interests in program types and for general attitudes towards TV (Espe & 
Seiwert, 1986; McDonald & Reese, 1987; Rubin, 1984). Other viewing-related 
factors investigated are the impact of remote control devices (RCD) and TV-guide 
use on switching behavior (Kaye & Sapolsky, 1997; Ottler, 1998; Van Meurs, 1999) 
or the use of interactive TV guides (Kang, 2002). 
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Program-Related Factors 

The program offer, the available channels and their characteristics, and the media 
system as a whole are, of course, inevitable antecedents of individual viewing 
behavior (Heeter, D'Alessio, Greenberg, & McVoy, 1988; Prior, 2007; Youn, 
1994). The number of available program alternatives influences how briefly 
viewers may stay with one channel (Hasebrink & Krotz, 1993; Heeter, 1985). 
Genre and program length contribute to more or less switching, i.e., each genre 
has a specific stick value (Ottler, 1998). But also the types of programs on 
competing channels are a decisive factor (Klövekorn, 2002). Also, the effects of 
commercial breaks on switching rates are well investigated and how that depends 
on factors as time of the day, placement of a break, or adjacent programs (Ottler, 
1998; Siddarth & Chattopadhyay, 1998; Van Meurs, 1999). In general, viewers 
switch more often at the beginning or end of a program or at the beginning of 
subparts (such as scenes) within a program. Switching is encouraged by clear forms 
of separation, such as symbols that indicate a new segment, by the announcements 
that a program will end, or by a decreasing tension during shows or detective 
stories (Bilandzic, 2004; Eastman, Newton, & Riggs, 1997; Peek, 2002). 
 The nature of the factors mentioned so far suggests that most of them are 
interrelated. Viewers, for instance, respond to the program offer with cognitive or 
affective involvement (Perse, 1998) or base their program choices and evaluations 
on their genre preferences (Hawkins et al., 2001; Klövekorn, 2002). Genre 
preferences, in turn, often stem from other interests or personality traits (Espe & 
Seiwert, 1986; Shim & Paul, 2007; Weaver, Brosius, & Mundorf, 1993). But also 
content-related attributes interact with personal characteristics – for instance, if 
viewers select programs such that the protagonists are similar to their own 
demographic characteristics (Harwood, 1997; Shachar & Emerson, 2000). 
 From a structural perspective, studies look at influences of programming 
strategies. Research in this area is interested primarily in audience duplication, i.e., 
the overlap of the audiences of two programs. Patterns subsumed under audience 
duplication are: inheritance or lead-in effect, channel loyalty, repeat viewing, and 
repeated exposure (e.g., Cooper, 1993; Cooper, 1996; Goodhardt, Ehrenberg, & 
Collins, 1987; Rust & Alpert, 1984; Webster & Phalen, 1997). This research 
delivers valuable insights in viewing behavior because it accounts for impacts of 
specific program offers and channels for program choice but does so also for 
habitual-viewing behavior.  
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Social Environment 

Program schedules and, thereby, viewing patterns are also influenced by events, 
such as sports competitions, political elections, catastrophes, etc. This is closely 
linked to TV’s social functions – not only to keep people up with developments in 
society but also to provide information for conversations with one’s family, 
friends, or colleagues (e.g., Comstock & Scharrer, 1999). Also whether someone 
starts or stops watching can be due to factors of one’s social environment, such as 
activities of one’s partner, children, or guests (Westerik et al., 2005). Social viewing 
seems to lead to less consistent program choices than solitary viewing (Webster & 
Wakshlag, 1982) and to a lower amount of switching (Hasebrink & Krotz, 1993; 
Van Meurs, 1999). However, there are mixed findings on how, for instance, 
families negotiate program choices and who is most dominant in taking viewing 
decisions (e.g., McDonald, 1986; Meier & Frissen, 1988; Morley, 1986). Certainly, 
viewing habits of parents and their attitudes have an impact on viewing behavior 
of children (e.g., Bower, 1973; Tasche, 1996). Finally, there seems to be a more 
general influence of culture as well. Weaver et al. (1993) found differences in the 
influence of personality types on movie preferences between American and 
German viewers. 
 

Context of Viewing 

Studies on aggregated audience behavior could identify further contextual 
variables. Mainly season and weather, day and time of day make a difference in 
who watches TV (e.g., Barwise et al., 1982; Gensch & Shaman, 1980; Kuchenbuch 
& Auer, 2006). Of course, these factors interrelate with or might be even explained 
by factors of the other three spheres of influence, for instance, with the seasonality 
of program schedules or of outdoor activities (Gensch & Shaman, 1980). 
 Our overview of studies on TV-viewing behavior reveals that there is a much 
broader variety of influence factors than models of program choice and search 
patterns have suggested so far. Table 1.1 shows all possible influence factors 
derived from models of watching television and empirical results. We distinguish 
between different sources of influences and time dimensions. Each of the four 
categories of influences contains long-term or structural factors as well as short-
term or situational ones. Some of them may have short-term as well as long-term 
effects. 
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 Table 1.1   Factors Influencing TV Viewing 

   Long‐term factors  Short‐term factors 

Individual   Sociodemographics   Availability, other activities 

     Personality, lifestyle, interests,    Moods (boredom, stress, etc.) 

    knowledge   Needs/gratifications sought and  

   Occupation: duties, work, social     obtained 

    engagement   Awareness of program offer 

   Needs (for orientation, social    Interest in specific programs 

   integration, escapism, etc.)   Use of RCD, TV guide, teletext 

   Media use (media repertoire)   Cognitive and affective involvement 

   General attitudes towards TV         (attention, creation of meaning, 

   TV‐viewing habits:    para‐social interaction, etc.) 

  ◦ Light vs. heavy viewing     

  ◦ Interest and preferences for    

  channels, genres, and specific    

  programs   

  ◦ Search opportunities: TV guide,     

  teletext, RCD   

    ◦ Gratifications sought/obtained   

Program   Media system (e.g., channel   Program offer, genres 

   structure      characteristics)   Program aspects: 

    ◦ Series, follow‐up programs 

    ◦ Content attributes (e.g.,  

    demographics of casts) 

    ◦ Format/presentation (pacing,  

    story length) 

     Programming strategies: sequences 

      programs (lead in, sandwiching, etc.) 

     Programming strategies: competing 

      programs (countering, blunting, etc.) 

     Commercial breaks (amount, length, 

     placement, type) 

       Announcements, trailers, logos  

Social   Social environment: other people   Social environment: activities of  
      of a household and further social     other people in a household, guests, 

    contacts, social support for     conversations about TV or specific 

    watching TV    programs 

   Societal aspects: culture, status of   Societal aspects: events (e.g., the 

    TV, channel/program popularity    Olympic Games)  

Context    Season   Weather, day, time  
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Towards Investigating Sequential Viewing Patterns: A Research Program 

The models and studies reviewed here have revealed a detailed picture of 
individual TV-viewing patterns, program choice, and switching behaviors as well as 
of the factors influencing them – stemming from programming, the viewers, their 
social environment, and the broader context. Viewing is obviously influenced by 
long-term and situational factors interacting with each other. Based on previous 
research and with the help of modern statistical techniques and computer facilities, 
research now can go one step further and investigate the dynamics of viewing. We 
will, therefore, conclude this article with a brief outline of our research plans for a 
sequential observation of viewing patterns. For that purpose, people-meter data of 
Dutch television viewers are available from 1996 to the present. These data are the 
property of the Dutch Audience Research Foundation (SKO) since 2002 and are 
made available with the help of Netherlands Public Broadcasting (NPO). 
 Because people-meter data are recorded electronically, they precisely reflect 
switching behavior as well as the channels and programs viewed. In addition, they 
contain characteristics of the viewers, their social environment, and the program 
offers. We will analyze these data on the individual level to track comprehensive 
viewing sequences. 
 Our process model of sequential-viewing patterns suggests new questions for 
viewing behavior. For instance, we already know that viewers tend to switch more 
often at the beginning and end of viewing sessions (Bilandzic, 2004; Ottler, 1998). 
But how do switching patterns develop over the course of whole viewing sessions? 
Investigating the sequences of channels watched is supposed to reveal regularities 
of switching patterns throughout viewing sessions – for instance, regular patterns 
of alternating periods of searching, grazing, and viewing.  
 Once explored, these patterns will form the basis for a detailed viewer 
typology. Which viewers, in particular, enjoy the “reliable surprise” of a 
professionally preselected and structured programming (Schoenbach, 2007) and, 
therefore, may stay longer with just one channel than others? Who are the 
sensation seekers needing to boost their arousal by looking for “real”, i.e., non-
predictable surprises on different channels in brief periods of time? Who are the 
strategic zappers avoiding commercial breaks, and who are the hoppers following 
several programs at the same time?  
 Also, the relevance of specific influence factors during viewing sessions will 
be investigated. Is there a shift of influential factors during a session? Do channel 
or genre preferences also influence the choice whether to view the next program 
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on the same channel or to switch away if the subsequent program does not match 
one’s preferences? Or are genre preferences more influential at the beginning of a 
viewing session than at later moments?  
 Besides factors fairly constant over time, such as personal characteristics and 
preferences, we will account for possible determinants of watching TV that vary 
throughout viewing sessions. This offers the opportunity, for instance, to 
investigate the influence of social viewing in more detail: If other people attend or 
stop watching, do viewers change their switching behavior and patterns of 
program choice? A second factor varying over time is, of course, the program offer 
and, particularly, competing programs on other channels.  
 Sequential viewing patterns not only describe how people deal with program 
offers and spend their viewing time – certainly interesting for programming 
planners and advertisers. Comparing viewer groups will also allow us to make 
inferences about the relevance and meaning of TV in people’s everyday lives. We 
will shed more light on differences that are related to social class, lifestyle, or 
attitudes. If there really is a fragmented or polarized audience, is this perhaps due 
to different functions of TV in people’s lives? 
 The data available for our analysis offer a promising basis to answer the 
questions outlined above. Certainly, analyzing sequential-viewing patterns will be a 
challenge for the study of individual viewing data. But models and empirical 
evidence have indicated that there is plenty of additional benefit to be achieved by 
investigating the dynamics of individual viewing patterns. 
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Abstract 

This study helps to clarify the validity of different measures of exposure to 
television news – from the regularity of exposure via viewing durations to 
deliberate news selection and avoidance behavior. Using Dutch people-meter data 
on the individual viewer level, nine different exposure measures are compared. The 
measures are ascribed to different dimensions of exposure. In addition, their ability 
to be predicted by relevant viewer characteristics is assessed. Our results suggest 
that measuring exposure to news entails a three-dimensional construct consisting 
of the amount of watching the news, modes of program selection, and the viewing 
share. The amount measures are most strongly and most consistently related to 
individual characteristics. Implications for public opinion research are discussed.  
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Exposure to news programs often is a crucial variable – as an explanatory as well 
as a dependent one – for the study of the uses and effects of political 
communication (e.g., Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Eveland & Scheufele, 2000; 
Prior, 2007). But all conclusions on the relationships between TV-news exposure 
and political knowledge, attitudes, or behaviors actually depend on how validly and 
reliably exposure is measured. Two types of validation studies can be discerned 
that contribute to the improvement of exposure measures. The first deals with 
problems that are inherent to self-reported measures. The second taps into 
definitions of exposure by evaluating dimensions of news exposure. The present 
study is concerned with the latter problematic. 
 Almost always, exposure is measured by self-reports, i.e., respondents are 
typically asked about their TV viewing behavior in surveys or interviews. These 
kinds of self-reports of media use have often been discussed critically (e.g., Allen & 
Taylor 1985; Price & Zaller 1993; Prior 2009a, 2009b). Well known problems of 
self-reported measures, in general, are difficulties of comprehending the questions 
and of recalling, estimating, and reporting behavior truthfully (e.g., Burton & Blair 
1991; Schwarz 2007). Since exposure to TV news is a part of daily routines, often 
conducted automatically, the accuracy of self-reports is restrained by the ability of 
respondents to correctly recall their viewing behavior.  
 In addition to the problem of measuring accurately, previous research has 
dealt with the more general question how news exposure could be defined in the 
first place and, then, which kind of measure gauges the proposed concept(s) best. 
Typically, those studies go beyond measuring the mere exposure to TV news. 
However, their findings show that TV news exposure – and subsequently its 
effects – differs from exposure to other news media such as newspapers or the 
Internet and should, thus, be studied separately (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; 
Coromina & Saris, 2009; Eveland, Hutchens, & Shen, 2009). Also internally, 
exposure to national news programs has been discerned from exposure to other 
types of public-affairs TV such as campaign messages or local news (Allen & 
Taylor, 1985).  
 Moreover, news exposure has been described as a construct consisting of the 
frequency of mere exposure and the attention paid to the news (Eveland et al., 
2009). However, combining exposure and attention in one measure might be 
problematic for two reasons. First, self-reported measures of news exposure ought 
to be confounded with attention since a minimum of attention during exposure is 
necessary to remember past viewing behavior (Slater, 2004). Second, mere 
exposure as well as attention can be assumed to be related to prior political 
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interest, knowledge, or other related attitudes. But especially attention has been 
discussed as confounded with political outcome variables (Eveland et al., 2009; 
Slater, 2004; also compare: Romantan et al., 2008). For this reason, this study 
focuses on exposure to news programs as a pre-condition of being able to pay 
attention, comprehend, and recall specific news items (see Slater, 2004). Since 
different measures have been applied on this level of exposure, we compare these 
measures and assess their dimensionality. TV-news exposure has been typically 
measured by asking respondents how often or for how long they normally watch 
the news (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; Newton, 2002). But do these measures 
substitute each other? And do they sufficiently gauge the possible variety in 
people’s news viewing behavior today? Considering changes of the media 
environment, watching newscasts on television today seems to be less self-evident 
and less habitual as it might have been some decades ago (e.g., Papper, 2006; Prior, 
2007). Every news program competes with newscasts on other channels and with 
alternative programs. Moreover, with an increasing number of online offers, 
citizens have many opportunities to keep up with public affairs around-the-clock. 
So, TV is only an additional news source to choose from. On the one hand, news 
fans have the opportunity to watch as many different newscasts they want 
throughout the day. On the other hand, the inattentive or less interested viewers 
might not even follow one entire program anymore but switch to more interesting 
programs after the first headlines. Measures that gauge such manners of selectivity 
towards news programs might, therefore, be a useful complement for the mere 
amount of exposure. 
 This study explores how measures of the amount of exposure and the 
selectivity towards news are interrelated and how they discriminate between viewer 
groups that are assumed to differ in their news exposure. People-meter data offer 
highly accurate and detailed measures of individual viewing behavior. Since people 
meters electronically record exact viewing times and channels watched, these data 
are not prone to a major problem of self-reports. Respondents do not need to 
recall and estimate past behavior. The use of observational data also allows us to 
develop and compare measures of mere exposure to news programs that are not 
biased towards viewers’ attention to the news (Slater, 2004). We simulate different 
exposure measures that are also used in survey research. This approach enhances 
our understanding about pure behavioral aspects of exposure to TV news. 
Knowledge about the interrelations between aspects of news exposure and their 
ability to discern different viewer styles might help to find appropriate measures 
for public opinion research as well. 
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Measures of News Exposure 

A literature review on measures of news exposure reveals in principle two types of 
measures. The first deals with the amount of news exposure. The second type 
takes the intentionality of viewers into account – in how far do they choose to 
watch the news? So far, it is not clear how these different types of measures are 
related. Do they measure the same concept or do they complement one another in 
the sense that they represent different dimensions of news exposure? 
 Often, the amount of exposure to news programs is gauged by frequency or 
time-spent measures. Some studies use general indications about how “often” one 
watches news programs on TV (Baum, 2002; Robinson & Levy, 1996). Or 
respondents are asked about their news-media use “yesterday” (Atkin, 1972; Prior, 
2009b), on a “normal weekday” (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; Blödorn & 
Gerhards, 2004), during a “typical week”, or during the “past week” (Althaus & 
Tewksbury, 2007; Prior, 2003). Asking for the number of days that people watch 
the news during a typical week has become the most common measure in survey 
research. However, exposure frequency might not sufficiently represent the variety 
of possible news viewing patterns. Quite plausibly so, because we might think of 
viewers who watch the news regularly on five days a week, news junkies who only 
watch TV to follow the news throughout the day, or viewers who only scan the 
news once in a while or even routinely change channels after having seen the first 
headlines. All of them would watch the news five days a week. So, especially, with 
a rich offer of different news programs as well as alternative programs to watch, 
news viewing seems to be a multifaceted activity. That is why measures of news 
viewing duration have been introduced. The response types of time-spent 
measures range from ordinal duration categories (Atkin, 1972; Coromina & Saris, 
2009) to the exact duration that respondents “normally” spend watching news on 
TV (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; Newton, 2002; Robinson & Levy, 1996).  
 In addition to the amount of news exposure, research is also interested in the 
intentionality of program choices. Selective viewing is a key-concept in audience 
research (e.g., Levy 1978; Rubin, 1984). Selective exposure implies involvement 
with or interest in the program contents that are watched. That is why it is 
assumed that exposure effects differ according to the degree of viewing news 
intentionally (e.g., Rubin, 2009). An indicator for viewing intentions is a viewer’s 
preference for news programs – measured independently or relatively to other 
program genres (Bower, 1973; Prior, 2003, 2007). Measures of relative 
entertainment preference account for the fact that viewers choose to watch news 
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programs relatively to other genres (Prior, 2003, 2007). This gauges the likelihood 
that viewers would select a news program instead of alternative programs available. 
Of course, viewing preferences do not automatically describe actual viewing 
behavior. In terms of actual viewing choices, a preference for news can be 
expressed by the focus on news programs, for instance, by the percentage of a 
viewer’s overall viewing time that is spent on news (Prior, 2003). 
 Also, whether a viewer turns a news program on consciously or is “trapped” 
by programming strategies and then “gives in” and watches political contents is 
thought of as different qualities of exposure (Schoenbach & Lauf, 2002, 2004). 
Therefore, actively selecting a news program by changing channels and passively 
choosing a program by staying with a channel are considered as two distinct 
manners of approaching news (Bilandzic, 2004; Levy, 1978). “Appointment 
viewing” is regarded as a special form of selectivity. For this, respondents are asked 
whether they schedule their everyday life to not miss the news or make sure to 
start watching on time, even before the beginning of a news program (Levy, 1978; 
Nelissen, Konig, & Renckstorf, 2008; Rubin, 1984). Finally, selectivity can also be 
expressed negatively. Viewers that do not like news programs might intentionally 
avoid such programs (Van den Bulck, 2006). Changing channels during news 
exposure has been taken as an empirical indicator of avoidance behavior (Morris & 
Forgette, 2007; Patterson, 2000). 
 Depending on specific research interests, different measures of news 
exposure have been used in studies on news viewing behavior. Although the 
frequency and selectivity of exposure are theoretically regarded as distinct 
concepts, this has not been empirically tested so far. An assumption implicitly 
made when using self-reports is that exposure to TV news is a one-dimensional 
construct, i.e., different manners of measuring news exposure all gauge the same 
concept: exposure. We put this assumption to the test with following research 
question: 
 RQ1:  Is news exposure a one-dimensional concept?  
 

Exposure Differences between Viewer Groups 

Measures that are redundant because they represent the same dimension of news 
exposure should show similar relationships to potential dependent variables. 
Important characteristics that have been related to news exposure and viewing 
behavior in general are: age, gender, education, overall TV exposure, news 
preference, political interest, and turnout probability. Conversely, measures that 
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differ in their relations to other variables also offer differential insights for the 
study of news exposure. For instance, older and younger viewers might report 
similar frequencies of news viewing but the younger might be more prone to 
switching away while the older tend to watch entire newscasts. This would mean 
that frequency and selectivity measures might not be equally suited for comparing 
news viewing behavior of younger and older viewers but should be considered as 
complementary aspects.  
 Many studies have shown that exposure to news programs increases with age 
(e.g., Allen & Taylor, 1985; Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Rubin, 1984). But older 
people have also been found to watch more TV than younger people do 
(Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Hasebrink & Krotz, 1996). Thus, age but also a 
higher amount of TV consumption in general relate positively to the amount of 
news exposure. Gender, in contrast, has been found to be unrelated to the amount 
of news exposure (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; Prior, 2007). However, regarding 
their switching behavior, men have been found to be more active in their program 
choices than women (Bilandzic, 2004). Similarly, viewers with higher levels of 
education have been found to be more active in their choice behavior (Bilandzic, 
2004), while there is a tendency that better educated viewers watch less news on 
TV than lower educated ones (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; Prior, 2007).  
 Whether a viewer has a positive attitude towards a program type is, generally, 
assumed to be an important predictor for the selection of that type of program 
(Klövekorn, 2002; Webster & Wakshlag, 1983). Although they should not be 
confounded, in some studies, news preference is even used as a substitute for news 
exposure (Prior, 2007). Conversely, also preferences for non-news programs might 
influence news consumption, by drawing people away from it. Prior’s (2003, 2007) 
“relative entertainment preference” represents that viewers – who have to choose 
between competing programs – may find entertaining content more interesting. 
Thus, quite plausibly, a stronger preference for entertainment programs should 
lead to watching news programs less often. Finally, political involvement, for 
instance, expressed by political interest and turnout to vote, has been found to be 
positively related to news exposure (Aarts & Semetko, 2003; Delli Carpini & 
Keeter, 1996; Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Prior, 2007).  
 In sum, previous studies have identified a range of viewer characteristics that 
are related to one’s level of news exposure. For the purpose of comparing the 
discriminating power of the exposure measures, we are interested in the direction 
and strength of the relationships between these viewer characteristics and the 
different manners of gauging news exposure. Our second research question 
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addresses potential differences between exposure measures in their ability to 
discriminate between viewer groups: 
 RQ2:  How do measures of news exposure differ in their ability to discern 

viewers according to their individual background? 
 

Data 

Our analysis was based on Dutch people-meter data. Since 2002, the Dutch 
Audience Research Foundation, Stichting KijkOnderzoek (SKO), has been 
responsible for the collection of television audience research in the Netherlands. 
SKO is a joint venture of the public broadcasting foundation and the national 
associations of commercial channels, advertisers, and media agencies. The audience 
data are collected by Intomart GfK from a panel consisting of about 1,220 
households, or about 2,900 persons representative for all Dutch three years and 
older. People-meters are installed in every household and connected to every 
television set. Every time a panel member watches TV, he or she needs to log on 
to the meter as a viewer using a separate remote control device. Then viewing 
behavior is electronically registered – including the viewing times, the channels 
watched and the exact moments of switching between channels. An annual survey 
is held among the panel members that provides a wide range of socio-demographic 
information about each household and each individual. In addition, MediaXim 
Nederland collects programming data so that watching a channel at a particular 
time can be allocated to a specific program. The programming of the 17 main 
Dutch channels is coded. These include all main national plus foreign TV stations 
that account for a market share of about 80 percent (see SKO, 2008a, 2008b). 
 We merged all three data sources – viewing-, program-, and individual 
background data – for one week in autumn of 2007 (October 29 –  November 4). 
Typically, measures of news exposure gauge the amount of exposure during one 
week – the last one, for instance, or a “typical” one (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; 
Newton, 2002). The sample week was a quite regular week in terms of TV 
audience behavior – compared to, for instance, the lower levels of exposure during 
summer or the peaks during winter holidays. Typical for the fall, the average 
viewing time of about 208 minutes per person per day was a little higher than the 
average of the year as a whole, 186 minutes (SKO, 2008b). There were also no 
unusual events that could have increased viewing time.  
 The sample included all viewers thirteen and older because watching the news 
on a regular basis seems to start with adolescence (Van den Bulck, 2006). Our 
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sample comprised a total of 2,388 panel members who watched television at least 
once during the week. 
 Of course, as every measuring procedure, people-meter data are not free of 
validity concerns (see for an overview Napoli, 2003; Webster, Phalen, & Lichty, 
2006). A first problem that has been discussed critically is the sample quality and 
its consequences for the representativeness of the population, especially, of smaller 
subgroups such as ethnic minorities. A second issue is the accuracy of the 
measurement as such. People have to log on and off to indicate that they watch 
TV. In addition to simply forgetting to do so, participants could also intentionally 
produce false measures due to social desirability or to support their favorite 
programming. This is why the Dutch data are carefully checked at least for 
systematic errors – for instance, for being manipulated by panel members (for 
instance, by coincidental checks). Also, the quality of the sample is assessed on a 
daily basis (Peeters, Jager, & Kalfs, 2005; SKO, 2008a). Again, people-meter data 
are not free of measurement errors. But still, their automatic measuring of time 
and station that the TV set shows as well as their large and carefully watched 
sample offer a level of precision hardly to be reached by other observational 
techniques or survey measures. Compared to self-reported measures of news 
exposure, people-meter data, in particular, have the advantage to virtually exclude 
memory as a source of error. Our aim is to study interrelationships of exposure 
measures. So, we are mainly concerned with the internal validity of the measures of 
news exposure. The amount of news exposure in general may be higher in the 
Netherlands than in other Western countries (Tenscher, 2008), but the way its 
measures are related to each other should be about the same as elsewhere. 
 

Measures 

Based on the definition of SKO (Peeters et al., 2005), we considered exposure to 
news as having registered as watching TV while a political news program is 
broadcast. In accordance with the minimal requirement for “watching any TV 
program,” as defined by SKO (2008a), a viewer had to watch a news program for 
at least one minute. We considered all news programs that were explicitly and 
primarily concerned with political issues, as opposed to “soft news” about, e.g., 
celebrities and other human-interest issues (Baum & Jamison, 2006; Patterson, 
2000). The Dutch TV news landscape is dominated by two main news programs – 
a public-service and a commercial one – that are broadcast several times a day. 
Nearly every hour, the viewers have the opportunity to watch news on public as 
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well as on commercial channels. Programs of regional and foreign channels are not 
coded (see above) and, therefore, their newscasts are also not included in our 
analysis. However, these channels and their news programming only are of minor 
importance – because, together, the channels that are coded and included in our 
analysis reached a market share of about 80 percent in 2007 (SKO, 2008b). It 
should be noted that regional newscasts in the Netherlands do not substitute 
national news programs since they exclusively cover regional issues and events. 
Hence, virtually all offerings of national news are included in the analysis. We used 
the data to simulate measures of news exposure that are also used in survey 
research and employed nine different exposure measures. Table 2.A1 shows the 
descriptives of all these measures.  
 Number of news viewing days. The number of days per week on which at 
least one news program was watched. 
 Number of news programs. The number of news programs watched during 
one week. 
 News viewing duration. The total time in minutes spent on news programs 
in one week. 
 News viewing share. The proportion of the overall viewing time a viewer 
spent on news programs in one week.  
 News selection. The proportion of news programs that were selected by 
switching to the channel at most five minutes before or after the beginning of that 
program. The number of active switches to news in one week was divided by the 
number of newscasts watched. 
 Appointment viewing. The proportion of newscasts viewers started to 
watch television with. The number of times a news program was watched during 
the first five minutes of a viewing session was divided by all news programs 
watched in one week. 
 Dropping out. The proportion of newscasts during which a viewer dropped 
out, i.e., exposure was stopped five minutes before the newscast ended or earlier. 
The number of news programs that were left by changing the channel or turning 
the TV off in one week was divided by the total number of news programs 
watched in one week. 
 Hopping. The proportion of newscasts watched during that a viewer 
switched back and forth. We counted all news programs watched in one week that 
were interrupted by changing channels and divided this by the total number of 
news a viewer watched. 
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 News avoidance. Viewers who were not exposed to at least one news 
program during the week were considered “news avoiders” and coded as “1.” 
Viewers who watched at least one news program were coded as “0.” 
 Viewer characteristics. Sociodemographics that were gauged by the survey 
were age, gender, and education.1 In addition, respondents were asked to indicate their 
news preference, i.e., their interest for news and current-affairs programs, on a four-
point scale ranging from little to strong interest (M = 3.6; SD = 0.69)2. The average 
of preferences for nine different entertainment programs constituted the score of 
viewers’ entertainment preference (M = 2.3; SD = 0.57). Political interest was captured on 
a three-point scale, ranging from little to strong interest (M = 1.76; SD = 0.73)3. A 
viewer’s overall amount of TV exposure was derived from the viewing data. We 
calculated the time that a viewer spent watching TV, in hours, excluding the 
duration of his or her news viewing (M = 21.5; SD = 14.9). 
 

Results 

Dimensionality 

Zero-order correlations between the different exposure measures of the first week 
gave a first idea about their interrelationships. The measures of the amount and of 
the selectivity of news exposure seemed to form two different groups. The number 
of days at least one newscast was watched, the number of news programs viewed, 
and the duration of news viewing showed very high correlations among each other 
(.67 ≤ r ≤ .89) with duration and the number of programs nearly perfectly related. 
Also the news viewing share was moderately correlated with these three amount 
measures (.37 ≤ r ≤ .54) with the highest correlation for viewing duration. News 
selectivity was fairly positively correlated with appointment viewing (r = .48) and 
dropping out (r = .44) and even weakly related to hopping (r = .20). The 
correlations between the amount measures and the ones of program choice, in 
contrast, were much weaker and some even negative. Finally, news avoidance 
showed negative correlations with all other measures, in particular, with selectivity 
(r = -.68) and exposure days (r = -.52). 
 These relationships were confirmed by an exploratory factor analysis.4 
Generalized least-squared factoring was used as extraction method. Because the 
factors might be correlated, we chose oblique rotation and interpreted the structure 
matrix to account for possible interrelations between the factors (Park, Dailey, & 
Lemus, 2002). Three factors with an eigenvalue greater than one were extracted 
(Table 2.1). According to this solution, we could discern measures that reflect the 
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Table 2.1: Factor Solution of News Exposure Measures from People‐Meter Data 

   Factor 

   Absolute amount  Selection mode  Viewing share 

News viewing days  .742  .340  .361 

Number of news programs  .967  .066  .236 

News viewing duration  .930  ‐.043  .450 

News viewing share  .427  .109  .861 

News selection  .062  .912  .196 

Appointment viewing  ‐.073  .492  .354 

Dropping out  ‐.105  .485  ‐.047 

Hopping  .098  .202  .066 

News avoidance  ‐.315  ‐.762  ‐.343 

Eigenvalues  2.662  2.066  1.418 

% of explained variance  33.8  25.8  17.7 

Note: Representative sample of Dutch citizens of 13 years and older, n = 2,388, measures based 
on  viewing  behavior  from October  29  –   November  4,  2007.  Structure matrix  of  exploratory 
factor  analysis.  Extraction  method:  Generalized  least‐squared  factoring.  Rotation  method: 
Oblique rotation. 

 

absolute amount of news viewing, the manner of selecting news programs, and the 
share of news in a viewer’s amount of TV exposure. Taking our large sample size 
into account, we considered variables with a loading greater than |.4| to 
substantively contribute to a factor (see also Stevens, 2002). Hopping was the only 
variable that could not be allocated to one of the factors. 
 The absolute amount of news exposure was best represented by the number of 
news programs watched in one week. Counting the news viewing days had the 
lowest loading compared to counting programs or viewing minutes. However, with 
a loading of .74, this measure still accounted for about 55 percent of the factor 
variance.  
 The other two factors were dominated by one variable each: news selection, 
i.e., switching to a channel in order to watch a news program, and news viewing 
share. The selection mode was almost uncorrelated (r = .07) with the amount of 
exposure and also only weakly correlated with the viewing share (r = .21).5 This 
dimension of news exposure might be interpreted as a viewer’s general level of 
switching activity or selectivity towards news programs. In addition to switching to 
news, also appointment viewing and, surprisingly, dropping out loaded positively 
on this factor. Thus, viewers who actively chose news programs also seemed to 
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switch away from the news more often. News avoidance, however, was strongly 
negatively associated to the selection mode.   
 The viewing share was positively related to the amount of exposure. The loading 
of the viewing duration on this factor indicated that viewers who focused on news 
when they watched TV also spent relatively much time watching news programs. 
However, since the correlation between the factors share and amount was relatively 
low (r = .30), they still can be considered as two discrete exposure dimensions.  
 Regarding our first research question, thus, we concluded that news exposure 
was a three-dimensional construct. Different types of exposure measures could be 
discerned into amount measures, viewing share, and selectivity measures. 
 

Discerning Viewer Characteristics 

In addition to their interrelations, we looked at the relationships of the exposure 
measures to other viewer characteristics. Because these viewer characteristics could 
be assumed to be interrelated, we used multivariate regression analysis to 
disentangle the relationships between viewer characteristics and news exposure. 
The measures viewing days, news selection, appointment viewing, and deselection 
were normally distributed and applicable for OLS regression (Table 2.2). Since the 
distributions of the number of programs, viewing duration, viewing share, and 
hopping had a count structure, negative binomial regression was employed (Table 
2.3). Finally, a logistic regression was conducted for the dichotomous variable news 
avoidance (Table 2.4).  
 The models of news viewing days, news programs watched, and time spent 
watching news showed considerably high R-squares. The viewer characteristic 
could explain, for instance, about 46 percent of the variance in news viewing days. 
The three amount measures also had more significant relationships to the viewer 
characteristics than the remaining exposure measures. Moreover, they behaved 
highly similar in terms of the direction and strength of these relationships. Viewers 
scored higher on all three measures if they were interested in news and in politics, 
if they were older, better educated, and spent more time watching TV. The 
duration of watching the news was lower for male viewers and those with a higher 
preference for entertainment programs. Voting had no influence on the amount of 
exposure.  
 For the selectivity measures, we only found a small number of significant – 
but weak – relationships. Overall, these relationships were less consistent than 
those of the amount measures. Viewers selected news programs by switching to a 
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different channel more often when they were better educated or interested in news 
and in politics. Interest in news also had a weak positive influence on appointment 
viewing. Men and higher educated viewers dropped out of the news more often. 
Their relatively low correlations as well as the differences in their relationships to 
other viewer attributes indicate that the three selectivity measures actually represent 
different aspects of choice behavior. Finally, hopping was not related to any of the 
characteristics. Although news avoidance did not form a separate factor, we found 
three significant relationships. News avoiders were more often younger, watched 
less TV in general, and were less interested in politics. 
 Finally, we found three significant relationships for viewer’s news viewing 
share. Older viewers focused relatively more on news programs. The share of news 
exposure was also higher for those viewers who watched less TV in general and 
those who had a stronger preference for news programs. 
 Regarding our second research question, we concluded that amount measures 
discriminated better between viewer characteristics than selectivity measures. 
Moreover, the different amount measures behaved consistently and could, 
therefore, be regarded as alternatives for each other. Viewing share was an 
independent measure although it is positively related to the viewing amount. 
Selectivity measures, in contrast, were less consistent and could be considered as 
complementary measures to gauge additional aspects of news exposure. 
 

Table 2.2:  OLS Regression of Viewer Characteristics on Measures of News Exposure 

 
News viewing  

days 
News  

selection 
Appointment  

viewing 
Dropping  

out 

Age   0.04***(0.00) 0.00***(0.00) 0.00***(0.00) ‐0.00***(0.00) 

Gender (men)  ‐0.06***(0.07) 0.02***(0.01) 0.01***(0.01) 0.03***(0.01) 

Education   0.06***(0.02) 0.01***(0.00) 0.01***(0.00) 0.01***(0.00) 

TV exposure  0.07***(0.00) 0.00***(0.00) ‐0.00***(0.00) ‐0.00***(0.00) 

News preference  0.44***(0.06) 0.04***(0.01) 0.02***(0.01) 0.00***(0.01) 

Entertainment  ‐0.10***(0.06) ‐0.01***(0.01) ‐0.01***(0.01) ‐0.00***(0.01) 

Political interest  0.31***(0.05) 0.02***(0.01) 0.01***(0.01) 0.01***(0.01) 

Voting  0.12***(0.08) 0.02***(0.02) 0.01***(0.01) 0.00***(0.01) 

Constant  ‐1.21***(0.26) 0.45***(0.05) 0.23***(0.04) 0.30***(0.04) 

Adjusted R2  0.461***   0.032***   0.069***   0.009*** 

Note: Representative sample of Dutch citizens of 13 years and older, n = 2,388, recorded viewing 
behavior of week 44, 2007. Unstandardized  coefficients of OLS  regression. Standard errors  in 
parentheses.  
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 (two‐tailed). 
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Table 2.3:  Negative‐Binomial Regression of Viewer Characteristics on Measures of News 
Exposure 
 

 
Number of  

news programs 
News viewing 

duration 
News viewing 

share 
Hopping 

                                  

Age   0.02***(0.00) 0.03***(0.00) 0.02***(0.00) 0.00***(0.01) 

Gender (men)   ‐0.01***(0.03) ‐0.09***(0.04) ‐0.11***(0.14) 0.08***(0.16) 

Education   0.02***(0.01) 0.05***(0.01) 0.05***(0.05) 0.07***(0.05) 

TV exposure  0.05***(0.00) 0.03***(0.00) ‐0.02***(0.01) 0.00***(0.01) 

News preference  0.24***(0.03) 0.31***(0.04) 0.29***(0.15) 0.04***(0.14) 

Entertainment  ‐0.03***(0.03) ‐0.11***(0.04) ‐0.18***(0.13) ‐0.00***(0.15) 

Political interest  0.18***(0.03) 0.19***(0.03) 0.18***(0.11) 0.16***(0.12) 

Voting  0.06***(0.04) 0.07***(0.05) 0.10***(0.20) 0.13***(0.22) 
         

Constant  ‐0.39***(0.13) 1.17***(0.17) ‐4.32***(0.67) ‐3.81***(0.66) 
Cragg‐Uhler 
(Nagelkerke) R2  0.436***

 
0.375***

 
0.071***

 
0.012***

 

Note: Representative sample of Dutch citizens of 13 years and older, n = 2,388, recorded viewing 
behavior  of  week  44,  2007.  Unstandardized  coefficients  of  negative‐binomial  regression. 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 (two‐tailed). 

 

  
Table 2.4: Logistic Regression of Viewer Characteristics on News Avoidance 

  News avoidance 
     

Age   ‐0.04***(0.01) 

Gender (men)  0.14***(0.18) 

Education   ‐0.08***(0.06) 

TV exposure  ‐0.12***(0.01) 

News preference  ‐0.24***(0.12) 

Entertainment preference  ‐0.06***(0.17) 

Political interest  ‐0.65***(0.17) 

Voting  ‐0.22***(0.20) 
   

Constant  3.04***(0.60) 
Cragg‐Uhler 
(Nagelkerke) R

2  0.358***
 

     

Note: Representative sample of Dutch citizens of 13 years and older, n = 2,388, recorded viewing 
behavior of week 44, 2007. Unstandardized coefficients of logistic regression. Standard errors in 
parentheses.  
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 (two‐tailed). 
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Conclusions and Discussion 

Improving the quality of measuring news exposure is of crucial importance for the 
study of the use and the effects of public-affairs information. So far, how a broad 
range of measures are interrelated has not been tested, and whether they 
complement or even supplement each other. People-meter data on the level of 
individual viewers offer the unique opportunity to simulate measures of news 
exposure without the measurement errors that come from failures of memory or 
are caused by rough estimates, often requested in surveys. So, “purer” 
characteristics of viewing behavior can be gauged. In our analysis we found three 
dimensions of news exposure, represented by three different groups of measures. 
They reflect (a) the amount of news viewing, (b) the way how news programs are 
selected, and (c) the share of news in a viewer’s overall diet of TV exposure. 
 Overall, the amount of watching news appears to be the most informative 
aspect of news exposure in terms of its relationships to relevant viewer 
characteristics. Moreover, the high consistency of different amount measures 
coincides with the evidence that also self-reported measures of the frequency and 
the duration of news exposure are highly correlated and similarly related to political 
knowledge, issue perception, and political discussion (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007). 
Althaus and Tewksbury showed that measuring the amount of news exposure any 
more precisely than by the number of days per week did not yield additional 
explanatory power. Our findings add that different amount measures are also 
related almost equally to sociodemographics, political interest, and news 
preference.  
 Quite plausibly, measures that require not that much precision should be 
more easily produced correctly by respondents in surveys (see Prior, 2009a). 
Hence, the number of days per week lends itself as a reasonable measure for 
survey research. Of course, the choice for any exposure measure always depends 
on the specific research questions to be studied. But presumably the amount of 
news exposure suits many research interests best – for instance, regarding the 
effects of news exposure on political knowledge, attitudes, or behavior. Knowledge 
about characteristics of measures and their interrelationships can thereby help 
make informed choices. Since this study was a secondary analysis, the relationships 
to third variables that could be tested were restricted to the ones available in the 
dataset. Tests with potential outcome variables such as knowledge gain or opinion 
change should be considered for future research.  
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 Differences between findings based on our observational measures and those 
from previous survey research once again emphasize how important it is to 
improve self-reported measures of exposure. For instance, overreporting of news 
consumption in surveys seems to be as common in the Netherlands as in other 
countries such as the U.S. (Prior, 2009a). Our people-meter measures yielded an 
average viewing duration of 113 minutes per person per week, which would 
translate to about 16 minutes per day. A Dutch representative survey conducted in 
2007, however, resulted in an average of 47 minutes per day (Van der Burg, Lauf, 
& Negenborn, 2011). This may explain why, in our analysis, voting turnout was 
unrelated to news consumption although survey studies showed positive 
relationships (Aarts & Semetko, 2003; Prior, 2007). A possible reason: A 
questionnaire about political issues makes respondents aware that they should be 
somehow consistent in their answers. So, people who claim to be interested in 
politics should plausibly insist that they also vote and watch TV news about 
politics (see Prior, 2009a). As opposed to the positive relationship in our analysis, 
education has been found to be unrelated or negatively associated with self-
reported exposure to TV news (Allen & Taylor, 1985; Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; 
Prior, 2009a). An of course still to be examined explanation for this difference 
could be that higher educated viewers generally underestimate their TV 
consumption if they are asked about – and this may also apply to news viewing. An 
immediate comparison between survey- and people-meter measures in the same 
study could further assess possible inaccuracies of self-reports. 
 To what extent are the other variants of measuring news exposure 
investigated here of practical relevance for research? For specific purposes, such as 
research particularly interested in news viewing situations or in patterns of 
program choice, news viewing share and selectivity measures can be utilized for 
more specific insights into the uses and effects of TV news. Which viewers watch 
news programs accidentally between other types of programs? And who belongs to 
those news junkies who rarely use the TV for other purposes than for watching 
news? The ways of how news programs are selected for viewing could, thus, be 
relevant to study, for instance, a possible polarization of information- and 
entertainment-oriented viewers (Prior, 2007; Rubin, 1984). In our analysis, 
however, news selection as well as the share of news viewing actually offer little 
additional information about news exposure compared to the amount measures.  
 Viewers seem to be remarkably alike in their way of choosing and abandoning 
news programs. But although viewers may have more or less the same switching 
patterns, their motivations to switch channels of course could differ. Turning away 
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from the news might express disliking news as such. But, alternatively, it could 
simply be led by not wanting to miss a somewhat more attractive program 
scheduled at a different channel at the same time. If we knew more about why 
people switch channels – toward news or away from it, we could tell. 
 Similarly, the share that watching the news takes of watching TV in general 
allows to discern viewers whose TV diet mainly consists of news – independent of 
the absolute duration of watching the news. Surprisingly, we found that those 
interested in news did not spend relatively more time watching it, but older viewers 
did – a result that could point to engraved viewing habits more than conscious 
motives.   
 In spite of the now more and more possible diversification of news viewing 
behavior, we find that variations in news exposure can best be explained by the 
mere amount of exposure. The advantage of straightforward measures of news 
exposure is surprising, because often high expectations are raised regarding the 
selectivity of media users with more and more alternatives and specialized channels 
available or with technologies that allow for an individualized scheduling of 
preferred contents. But maybe it takes more time to change old habits? – A reason 
to continue with the evaluation of measures of media exposure to maintain valid 
and reliable measures as a basis for future communication studies. 
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Appendix 

 

Table 2.A1: Descriptive Statistics of Measures of News Exposure from People‐Meter Data 

 

News 
viewing 
days 

Number 
of news 
programs

News 
viewing 
duration

News 
viewing 
share 

News 
selection

Appoint‐
ment 
viewing

Dropping 
out  Hopping 

News 
avoidance 

                      

Mean  4.01  11.42  112.67  0.09  0.72  0.29  0.32  0.07  0.07 

Std. Dev.  2.20  11.75  129.77  0.09  0.30  0.26  0.26  0.14  0.26 

Skewness  ‐0.28  2.29  2.41  2.82  ‐1.17  0.97  0.89  4.67  3.23 

Kurtosis  ‐1.10  9.15  9.65  14.70  0.47  0.70  0.50  35.56  8.44 

                      

Note: Representative sample of Dutch citizens of 13 years and older, n = 2,388, recorded viewing 
behavior of week 44, 2007. 
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Notes 
 
1  Education comprised six categories that comply with the Dutch educational 
system. 
2 Question wording translated from Dutch: “To what extent are you interested in 
the following television programs? You can choose from: highly, somewhat, 
hardly, and absolutely not interested. News and current affairs (such as Journaal, 
RTL Nieuws, and Netwerk).” The scale was converted so that “1” was no, “2” 
low, “3” medium, and “4” strong news preference. 
3 Translated question wording: “The following questions concern your interest for 
different issues. In a moment, I will name some issues. Could you indicate for each 
issue whether you are strongly, fairly, or little interested? Politics: Could you 
indicate how much you are interested in that?” This scale was converted to “1” 
was low, “2” medium, and “3” strong political interest. 
4 The distributions of the number of programs, the news viewing duration and 
proportion as well as hopping and avoidance showed relatively high skewness and 
kurtosis (see Table 2.A1). Also according to the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test these 
variables were non-normally distributed (p<.05). Nevertheless, we conducted the 
analysis with the original variables to facilitate interpretations. To check for biased 
results, we repeated the factor analysis after logarithm and square-root 
transformations. The transformed variables yielded exactly the same three factors 
that were correlated in the same manner as the factors derived by the 
untransformed variables. 
5 Factor correlation matrix:  

Factor Absolute amount Viewing share Selection mode 
Absolute amount 1.000 .304 .072 
Viewing share  1.000 .212 
Selection mode   1.000 
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Abstract 

This study compared and integrated the influence of motivational and situational 
determinants on news viewing behavior. Individual people-meter data allowed the 
unobtrusive study of news viewing situations. The finding is that the viewing 
context is much more important than motivations. However, interest in the news 
and politics can reinforce or reverse situational influences. For interested viewers, 
watching more TV in general mainly explains news viewing, while for less 
interested viewers, lead-out effects and social viewing are more relevant. 
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Citizens’ use of information about political issues and events is regarded as a basic 
requirement for democracy. All sorts of political participation, from discussing 
politics with friends to running for an office, require a minimum knowledge of 
ongoing public affairs (e.g., Strömbäck, 2005). In many Western countries, TV 
newscasts are still the most widely used source of political information (Hargreaves 
& Thomas, 2002; Lewis, 2008; Tenscher, 2008). In the United States and 
Germany, for instance, about 70 percent of the citizens use television as their main 
source of national and international information (Köcher, 2008; Pew Research 
Center for the People & the Press [Pew], 2009). However, TV not only reaches 
many people, but also is said to attract the attention particularly of those who are 
less politically interested more easily than other news sources (see overview in 
Schoenbach & Lauf, 2002). Watching the news does not require much effort, and 
can even be entertaining or relaxing. 
 But is this the only reason why so many viewers watch news programs? If so, 
why has news watching decreased? Over the last two decades, news audiences in 
the United States dropped by about 10% (Pew, 2009). News viewing also declined 
in Europe, for example in the United Kingdom and Germany (Hargreaves & 
Thomas, 2002; Zubayr & Gerhard, 2009). The aim of this study was to establish 
the determinants of news viewing behavior. Dutch people-meter data on the level 
of individual viewers allowed the unobtrusive study of news viewing situations. 
News viewing also can be embedded in an individual’s overall viewing behavior, 
because the latter is measured too. The Netherlands is very similar to most other 
Western countries as far as news programs and viewing behavior are concerned. 
The national news programming consists of a mix of public service and 
commercial programs. As in other Western countries, TV news is the most 
important news source for the majority of Dutch people (Newton, 2002; Peeters, 
2002). Compared to the other 26 countries of the European Union, levels of 
exposure to TV news and newspapers in the Netherlands are relatively high 
(Tenscher, 2008). 
 Possible answers to the question why people watch the news often are offered 
in the explanations for its decline. A constant argument attributes decrease in news 
watching to the abundance of program alternatives (Aarts & Semetko, 2003; Prior, 
2007; Sunstein, 2002). Viewers who are not interested in news about political issues 
and current affairs might simply switch to more interesting content. Here, 
watching TV is considered primarily a deliberate behavior, as described by the uses 
and gratifications approach to media use (e.g., Rubin, 1981), where the focus is on 
motivational factors, such as viewers’ interests, needs, or gratifications sought and 
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obtained. From this perspective, news viewers simply are people interested in the 
news and in politics. 
 More program choice also might lead to shrinking news audiences, because 
unintentional or accidental encounters with news programs become less likely 
(Prior, 2007). While watching, viewers might not choose every program they watch 
intentionally (e.g., Comstock & Scharrer, 1999). Further, audience duplication 
suggests that viewing is a more passive, lean-back behavior that is strongly 
influenced by the viewing context – for instance, by the structure of programming 
or the amount of time that people watch TV in general (Cooper, 1996; Webster & 
Wakshlag, 1983). Such situational factors might cause viewers to watch news 
programs even though they are not interested in them. 
 It is plausible that both motivational and situational factors may be in play 
(Cooper & Tang, 2009; Wonneberger, Schoenbach, & van Meurs, 2009), which is 
why audience activity should be regarded as a continuum (e.g., Adams, 2000; 
Rubin, 1984). TV exposure is also considered habitual or unintentional, rather than 
completely rational or intentional (Koch, 2010; Rubin, 1984). In turn, situational 
factors are not simply regarded as determinants of passive viewing behavior. They 
may facilitate and modify conscious viewing activities, both intentional and less 
intentional ones (Webster, 2009). Assuming that both motivational and situational 
factors shape program choices, the focus of interest shifts to, first, the 
proportional strength of each of the two types of factors and, second, to the nature 
of possible interrelations between them. This leads to the following research 
questions: 
 RQ: Do motivational or situational factors have a stronger influence on 

news exposure? 
And subsequently: 
 RQa: Which specific factors within the two types are particularly important? 
 RQb: How do motivational and situational factors relate to each other in 

their influence on news exposure? 

 

Viewing Motivations 

Models of program choice describe motivational viewing decisions as based on 
content-related aspects. Viewers are assumed to choose programs according to 
their preferences for specific programs or genres (Webster & Wakshlag, 1983). 
Regarding news programs, a viewer’s interest in politics is a crucial motivational 
factor since it is often assumed to trigger political learning (e.g., Prior, 2007), which 
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is why political interest is often used as an indicator of news preference. However, 
news preferences might also be related to motives other than the desire for 
political information. The news might be interesting for social reasons, because, for 
instance, it supplies topics for conversations (Scheufele, 2000). Viewers may watch 
news stories as entertainment, because they contain conflict, surprise, or emotions 
(Hoffner, Fujioka, Ye, & Ibrahim, 2009). Thus, viewer interests can be divided into 
content-related interest in political information, and general interest in the news 
genre, which may also represent other motivations, such as suspense, curiosity, or 
material to talk about.  
 As mentioned, viewers may not always pay attention to their program choices 
or habitually watch a channel at specific times. They might even deliberately 
neglect their choice opportunities in favor of the reliable surprise offered by the 
composition of pre-scheduled programs (Schoenbach, 2007). Therefore, watching 
programs that match one’s preferences requires a certain level of viewing activity 
as a personal trait. Consciously switching between channels can be regarded as an 
indicator of a viewer’s willingness to seek out the most interesting program 
available. Appointment viewing is a special case of active program selection. 
Especially in the evening, viewers might start watching TV because they do not 
want to miss the day’s news (Levy, 1978). Programmers therefore often consider 
main newscasts as lead-ins to their prime-time programming (Eick, 2007).  
 The following hypotheses summarize the study’s expectations concerning the 
influences of motivational factors on news viewing: 
 H1: Viewers spend more time watching news programs a) the more 

politically interested they are, b) the stronger their news preference is, 
c) the more often they switch channels, and d) the more often they 
only start watching just before a newscast begins. 

 

Situational Influences 

A considerable number of news viewers watch newscasts unintentionally or 
accidentally, rather than based on purposeful program choices that accord with 
their viewing interests (Levy, 1978; Robinson, 1971; van den Bulck, 2006). Aspects 
of the viewing situation might enable viewers to encounter news programs, even 
though they do not necessarily intend to watch the news. 
 Viewer availability – namely the time that people spend watching TV – is 
regarded as a crucial precondition of program choices (Webster & Wakshlag, 
1983). Since viewers spend quite a lot of time watching TV, there is a chance that 
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they will stumble upon political content. Older people, for instance, were found to 
watch news programs more often. However, in general, this group watches more 
TV (e.g., Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Köcher, 2008).  
 Co-viewing takes into account the social aspects of watching TV. Watching 
the news can be an integral part of family life, and for some family members the 
time spend together can be more relevant than the content they watch. In other 
cases, viewers who do not like newscasts might be outvoted by co-viewers 
(Webster & Wakshlag, 1982). 
 Viewing choices can also be influenced by programming strategies (Webster, 
2006). News audiences are influenced by both preceding and subsequent programs 
(Cooper, 1996). Preceding programs can have lead-in effects. Uninterested viewers 
might watch news programs because they have just watched the preceding 
program on the same channel and are too lazy to switch to another one (Boemer, 
1987). Subsequent programs, in contrast, can have lead-out effects. Viewers might 
watch the news because they do not want to miss the start of a movie or show that 
comes on immediately after the news (Marcinkowski, 2010). Program planners try 
to exploit inheritance effects by applying transitional techniques to keep viewers 
from switching to another channel (Eastman, Newton, & Riggs, 1997). News 
teasers, for instance, are used to arouse viewer interest in upcoming news stories 
(e.g., Chang, 1998). 
 Situational factors can be linked to general viewing motivations that are not 
directly related to news programs. Availability, for instance, relates to the 
motivation to watch TV, while co-viewing relates to social reasons. Here, however, 
no content-related intentions to watch news programs are involved. In sum, the 
following relationships between news exposure and situational factors are 
expected: 
 H2: Viewers spend more time watching news programs a) the longer they 

are available watching TV, b) if they watch the news with co-viewers, 
and if they watch c) preceding (lead-in) or d) succeeding (lead-out) 
programs on the same channel. 

 

An Integrative Approach 

So far, motivational and situational determinants of news exposure as separate 
research traditions were discussed. They are important elements of possible 
determinants that are described in a comprehensive model of individual viewing 
behavior (Wonneberger et al., 2009). The model relates program choices to both 
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individual motives and situational factors, such as the program structure, the social 
environment, and other contextual factors. Moreover, these spheres of influence 
are assumed to interact with each other, and applying this framework to news 
exposure accounts for a simultaneous influence of news viewing intentions and 
viewing context. For instance, a viewer might have a pronounced interest in 
watching a specific newscast. While this viewer is searching or waiting for that 
program, alternative programs might arouse his or her interest and the viewer 
might end up watching a program s/he had not planned to watch initially. The 
same process can have the opposite outcome. The motivation of a viewer, who 
initially had no interest in the news, might be generated by a news item that s/he 
stumbled upon. Thus, viewers who differ in their interest in politics and in news 
programs might react differently to the same situational conditions.  
 As noted, political content on TV is assumed to be more accessible than 
political information in other media, because of the former’s audio-visual and 
entertaining forms of presentation (Grabe, Kamhawi, & Yegiyan, 2009; Graber, 
1990). The interrelation between viewer interests and situational factors might 
explain why news programs reach both the interested and the uninterested viewers, 
albeit for different purposes. While people who want to watch the news know how 
to find it, those who are not interested might be stimulated especially by the 
viewing context. The study expects that conditions that enhance news viewing – 
such as viewer availability or lead-in – might have a stronger impact on viewers 
who are not interested in either the news genre or political information:  
 H3: News exposure of politically interested viewers is influenced by 

situational factors to a lesser extent than news exposure of viewers who 
are less politically interested. 

 H4: News exposure of viewers with a preference for news programs is 
influenced by situational factors to a lesser extent than news exposure 
of viewers who are less interested in news programs. 

 

Data 

For the analysis, the study used Dutch people-meter data published by Stichting 
KijkOnderzoek (SKO; the Dutch audience research foundation) since 2002. SKO 
is a joint venture of the public broadcasting foundation, commercial channels, 
advertisers, and media agencies responsible for conducting national television 
audience research. The audience data collected by Intomart GfK from a panel 
consisting of about 2,900 persons (ages 3 and over) are representative of the Dutch 
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population. They are selected from an establishment survey according to their 
representation of 100 subgroups whose distribution is provided by the Dutch 
Central Bureau of Statistics (SKO, 2008a). In addition, an annual survey is held 
among all panel members. People-meters are installed in the participating 
households. Every time a panel member watches TV, s/he uses a separate remote 
control to register as a viewer. The person’s viewing behavior, which includes the 
channels watched and the exact moments of switching between channels, is 
recorded electronically. Although these data are not prone to the problems 
associated with self-reported measures of news exposure, they have validity and 
reliability issues. The quality of the measures mainly depends on the willingness of 
the participants to accurately register every time they watch TV. Coincidental 
checks – that is, comparing people-meter data with self-reports via the telephone – 
yielded a high equivalence of both sources (SKO, 2008a). 
 The programming of the 17 major Dutch channels is analyzed by MediaXim 
Nederland, so that watching a channel at a particular time can be allocated to a 
specific program. The analysis combined survey, viewing, and program data from 
the people-meter system for one week in the fall of 2007 (November 19 – 
November 25). During fall, levels of television exposure are relatively normal, in 
contrast to low levels during the summer and peaks during the winter holidays. 
Also in terms of news and current affairs events, it was not an exceptional week. 
Since previous research shows well developed news viewing routines among 
adolescents (Van den Bulck, 2006), all panel members aged 13 and over were 
included. This resulted in a sample size of 2,405. 

 

Dutch News Programs 

The focus was on serious political information or “hard news” characterized by 
explicit references to political actors, debates, decisions, and major events of public 
interest. The Dutch TV landscape is regarded as typical of Western European 
countries (Aarts & Semetko, 2003; De Waal & Schoenbach 2010). It is dominated 
by 3 public and 7 commercial channels, serving about 16 million inhabitants. There 
are also various special interest, regional, and foreign sources, adding up to 35 
channels that could be received in an average household in 2007. Although as in 
other Western countries, the market faces trends of commercialization and 
digitalization, the offer of serious news programs is not affected.  
  Despite the diversity of channels, most of the national news programming is 
still offered by the public service stations. Although RTL Nieuws (a commercial 
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TV news service) is increasingly popular since its launch in 1989, the public service 
equivalent (NOS Journaal) still attracts a larger audience (SKO, 2008b). These two 
main news programs are similar in presentational style and selection of issues 
(Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & Beentjes, 2005). The evening newscasts have an 
airtime of about 20–30 minutes, and are not interrupted by advertising. They 
contain about 10 to 15 news and current affairs items, 1 or 2 human interest 
stories, and the weather forecast. Shorter bulletins of about 10 to 15 minutes are 
broadcast throughout the day. Since the programs of regional and foreign channels 
are not coded, their newscasts were not included in the analysis. However, these 
channels are of only minor importance regarding their market shares (SKO, 
2008b). Furthermore, regional newscasts in the Netherlands are not substitutes for 
national news programs, since they cover only regional issues and events. Table 3.1 
shows the audience ratings of the news programs that were included in the 
analysis. 

 
Table 3.1: Maximum Rating per Program during Sample Week 

Program Title  Channel  Rating 

Journaal 20 Uur  Nederland 1  12.5 

Journaal op 3  Nederland 3    3.3 

Half Acht Nieuws  RTL4    7.3 

RTL Z Nieuws  RTL7    1.7 

Note: November 19–25, 2007, 6 years and older incl. guests, source: SKO/Intomart GfK. 

 

Measures 

 News Viewing Measures. A viewer was considered exposed to the news if 
s/he watched at least 5 minutes of a news program. Three measures used in 
previous research were employed, each gauging news exposure at a different level 
of precision. On the most elementary level, “news viewing at all” distinguished 
viewers who watched at least one news program during the sample week, from 
those who were not exposed to the news at all (Robinson 1971; van den Bulck, 
2006). The second measure took exposure frequency into account. Most studies 
that assessed the effects of news exposure draw on the number of days on which 
newscasts were watched in the past or in a typical week. Because the number of 
exposure days does not distinguish viewers who watch the news for only a few 



Interest in News and Politics or Situational Determinants? 65 

minutes from those who watch entire news programs or several such programs a 
day, duration measures were developed (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2007; Newton, 
2002). The news viewing duration was operationalized as the sum of the minutes 
that a viewer watched the news during the week.  
 Motivational Factors. Panel members were asked to indicate their political 
interest on a 3-point scale.1  Accordingly, the preference for news and current 
affairs programs was measured on a 3-point scale.2 A viewer’s switching rate was 
defined as the number of changes between channels divided by the total number 
of programs watched. Appointment viewing was coded as a dummy variable, 
because a viewer may consciously decide either to start watching TV directly 
before the beginning of a news program or to not do so. A viewer’s appointment 
viewing score was calculated by dividing the frequency of starting to watch TV 
within 5 minutes prior to watching a news program, by the total number of news 
programs that were watched by that viewer.  
 Situational Factors. In audience duplication studies, viewer availability was 
commonly defined as the number of viewers who watch TV at a specific moment 
(e.g., Cooper, 1996). Applied to the individual level, a viewer’s availability was the 
number of minutes that s/he spent watching TV during the sample week. The 
news viewing duration was excluded to avoid confounding with the dependent 
variables. Co-viewers were defined as the average number of people who were 
present when a news program was watched. Lead-in effects were commonly 
defined by the number or proportion of viewers who watch two successive 
programs on the same channel (e.g., Webster, 2006). This measure was applied at 
the individual level by assuming a lead-in effect if a viewer had watched a program 
for a minimum of 5 minutes prior to watching a news program on the same 
channel. Lead-in is regarded as an inertia effect that should increase with the length 
of time a viewer did not change channels. Therefore, the viewed proportion of a 
lead-in program that a viewer had watched was taken as a measure of a viewer’s 
lead-in effect. The average lead-in score for the whole week was calculated per 
viewer. The average lead-out effect was calculated in the same manner, based on 
the viewed proportions of programs on the same channel that had been broadcast 
just after the news. 
 Viewer Characteristics. Since viewer groups were found to differ in their 
news viewing behavior, we also controlled for socio-demographics, namely for age, 
gender, and education. 3  Self-reported use of alternative news sources, that is, 
newspaper, free daily paper, and the Internet, each measured on a scale from 0 to 
3, also was controlled. 
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Statistical Analysis 

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to test the influence of motivational 
and situational factors on news viewing at all, news viewing days, and news viewing 
duration. Since news viewing at all was a dichotomous variable, a logistic model 
was estimated. The number of news viewing days was normally distributed and 
thus applicable for OLS regression. Negative binomial regression was employed 
for news viewing duration since its distribution was right-skewed. Changes in R-
square indicated the degree of model improvement reached by motivational and 
situational variables.  
 Statistical simulation was used to test whether the predictors actually had a 
substantial influence on news viewing (King, Tomz, & Wittenberg, 2000). 
Expected changes in news viewing behavior were calculated for a predictor change 
from half a standard deviation below to half a standard deviation above its mean, 
while holding all other predictors constant at their means. The calculations yielded 
specific and comparable quantities for the influence of each predictor.  
 Finally, interaction effects were analyzed to answer RQb about the 
interrelations between viewer interests and situational factors. For this, the 
interaction terms of the situational predictors with political interest and news 
preference in a second model of the news viewing duration (the conditional model) 
were included. 

 

Results 

The majority of the sample watched at least one news program during the sample 
week; about 19% did not watch any news during that week. On average, the 
viewers watched the news on 3 days per week (SD = 2.3) and spent a total of 
about 79 minutes watching news programs (SD = 95.1). All three exposure 
measures were positively correlated. But since they were not perfectly related, it 
was assumed that they reflected different aspects of news exposure. Watching the 
news at all and time spent watching the news had the weakest correlation (r = .41), 
followed by watching at all and the news viewing days (r = .63). The number of 
days and viewing duration were the most strongly correlated (r = .79).  
 Compared to the situational factors, the motivational factors played a minor 
role for the three types of news viewing behavior. Especially for the models 
explaining the number of days and news viewing duration, there was a pronounced 
difference between the two types of factors. With changes in R-square of .07 and 
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.04, respectively, the motivational factors were of marginal importance even if the 
study did not control for the situational variables. The latter, in contrast, 
contributed a pseudo R-square of .19 and .30. Thus, the answer to the first 
research question is that the influence of the situational factors is as much as seven 
times stronger than that of the motivational factors (Table 3.2). 
 Viewers spent more time watching news programs the more politically 
interested they were (H1a), the stronger their news preference (H1b), the more 
often they switched channels (H1c), and the more often they turned on the TV 
only just before a newscast (H1d). All of the situational factors also led to higher 
levels of news exposure. Viewers spent more time watching news programs the 
more time they were available watching TV (H2a), if they watched the news with 
co-viewers (H2b), and if they watched preceding (H2c) or successive programs 
(H2d) on the same channel. Thus, hypotheses 1 and 2 are confirmed (see Table 
3.A1). 
 The question is, which of these factors were the most influential? The chance 
that a viewer watched at least one news program during the week was most 
strongly influenced by the time that s/he spent watching TV (see Table 3.3).  
 

Table 3.2: Multivariate Regression Models on News Exposure: Improvement by Motivational and 
Situational Factors 

News Viewing Durationa 
News 
Viewing  
at All

a 

News 
Viewing 
Days

b  Unconditional  Conditional 

Blocks of 
Predictors 

R²  R²  R²  R²  R²  R²  R²  R² 

Individual characteristics  0.187    0.271    0.160    0.160   

Motivational factors  0.245  0.058  0.338  0.067  0.201  0.041  0.202  0.042 

Situational factors  0.327  0.082  0.523  0.185  0.504  0.303  0.550  0.348 

Total R²  0.351    0.564    0.598    0.610   

Note:  Individual  characteristics:  sociodemographics  and  media  use.  Motivational  factors: 
political  interest,  news  preference,  switching,  appointment  viewing.  Situational  factors: 
availability,  co‐viewing,  lead‐in,  lead‐out.  Changes  in  R‐squares  denote  model  improvement 
relative  to  individual  characteristics.  The  conditional  model  of  news‐viewing  duration  also 
contains  interactions  terms  of political  interest  and  news  preference with  situational  factors. 
Sample size is 2,405. 
aCragg‐Uhler & Nagelkerke’s pseudo R‐square (Cragg & Uhler, 1970; Nagelkerke, 1991). 
bAdjusted R‐square. 
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Table  3.3:  Changes  of  Expected  Values  of  News  Viewing  Measures  [and  95%  Confidence 
Intervals]  for  Predictor  Changes  from  ½  Standard  Deviation  below  to  ½  Standard  Deviation 
above the Mean 

 

Predictors (Scale, Mean,  
Standard Deviation) 

Change in  
Probability of  
Watching News 

Change in  
News Viewing 

Days 

Change in  
Minutes of 

News Exposure  

Age   0.06  0.63  15.03 

   (in years: M = 45.5, SD = 17.6)  [0.04, 0.08]  [0.55, 0.72]  [13.05, 17.11] 

Education      2.81 

   (scale 1 to 6: M = 3.4, SD = 1.6)      [1.23, 4.53] 

Reading newspaper       ‐2.10 

   (index 0 to 3: M = 1.4, SD = 0.3)      [‐3.76, ‐0.34] 

Political interest   0.02  0.13  4.33 

   (scale 1 to 3: M = 1.5, SD = 0.7)  [0.01, 0.03]  [0.06, 0.20]  [2.48, 6.24] 

News preference  0.03  0.20  6.54 

   (scale 1 to 3: M = 2.6, SD = 0.6)  [0.02, 0.04]  [0.12, 0.27]  [4.81, 8.35] 

Switching   0.02  0.11  4.41 

   (proportion: M = 0.7, SD = 0.2)  [0.01, 0.03]  [0.04, 0.18]  [2.61, 6.35] 

Appointment viewing    0.39   18.05 

   (proportion: M = 0.3, SD = 0.3)    [0.32, 0.46]  [16.07, 20.01] 

Availability  0.13  0.67   13.79 

   (in hours: M = 20.4, SD = 15.2)  [0.11, 0.15]  [0.60, 0.75]  [11.62, 15.95] 

Co‐viewers    0.44  33.82 

   (average no.: M = 1.2, SD = 0.8)    [0.37, 0.52]  [30.91, 36.60] 

Lead‐in     0.51  25.01 

   (proportion: M = 0.2, SD = 0.2)    [0.44, 0.59]  [22.73, 27.62] 

Lead‐out       7.50 

   (proportion: M = 0.3, SD = 0.3)      [5.44, 9.53] 

       

Expected value of dependent  0.89  2.96  37.98 

   variable if all predictors are   [0.87, 0.91]  [2.90, 3.02]  [36.46, 39.55] 
   set to their mean 

     

Note:  Statistical  simulation  was  used  to  calculate  average  changes  of  expected  values  and 
associated confidence  intervals  (King, Tomz, & Wittenberg, 2000). Only significant changes are 
displayed (p < .05).  
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Watching TV for 15 hours more per week (which corresponds to a change of one 
standard deviation of availability) increased the chance of news watching by about 
13%. In contrast, stronger viewer interests and switching more actively between 
channels led to an increase of about 2–3%. 
 Situational factors were shown to cause the strongest differences for the 
frequency and amount of news watching. Viewers who spent more time watching 
TV in general also watched the news on more days. Also watching the news 
together and having watched higher proportions of programs on the same channel 
prior to newscasts had a stronger impact than the motivational factors. Of the 
motivational factors, appointment viewing was the most important, followed by 
the preference for news programs. Being interested in politics and switching 
activity also increased the number of news viewing days, albeit to a smaller extent.  

The presence of co-viewers had the strongest influence on the duration of 
news viewing. Watching the news with another person increased the time that a 
viewer spent watching the news by about 34 minutes. The second strongest was 
the lead-in effect. Watching about 20% more of preceding programs increased the 
news viewing time by about 25 minutes. Availability and watching subsequent 
programs also produced considerable differences. Of the motivational factors, 
appointment viewing was again the most important factor, causing an 18-minute 
increase in viewing. Viewer interests were less relevant. Having a preference for the 
news led to an increase of about 7 viewing minutes. Political interest was related to 
a difference of only 4 minutes – the same as switching more actively. The effects 
of the motivational factors were not related to each other. Although appointment 
viewing was positively correlated with political interest (r = .14) and preference for 
the news (r = .17), the regression coefficients of these viewing interests did not 
change when appointment viewing was removed from the model. 
 RQa concluded that appointment viewing was the most relevant motivational 
factor. Of the generally more influential situational factors, viewer availability 
showed the strongest impact on the frequency of news viewing, while co-viewing 
exerted the strongest influence on the time that viewers spend watching the news.  
 The second aim of the study was to examine interrelations between situational 
factors and a viewer’s level of interest in the news and in politics, respectively. For 
this, the focus was on the conditional model on news viewing duration. The model 
improved only marginally when the interaction effects were added (Table 3.2). 
Three significant interactions were found among viewer interests and situational 
factors (see Table 3.A1). The plots of these effects further explain the nature of 
these interrelations (Figure 3.1). 
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Figure  3.1:  Interaction  Effects  between  Structural  and Motivational  Factors  on  the  Expected 
News Viewing Duration 
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The lead-out effect and co-viewing had the expected effects on viewers who 
were less interested in the news. Viewers who were less interested in politics spent 
more time watching news programs if they wanted to watch a program that came 
on immediately after the news. Viewers who were not interested in news programs 
watched the news more often with others. Their news viewing duration increased 
more than that of other viewers if they usually watched the news with more than 
two co-viewers. Furthermore, political interest interacted with viewer availability. 
However, contrary to expectations, spending more time in front of the TV 
increased the news viewing duration especially for those who were politically 
interested. 
 In sum, the results only partly confirm H3 and H4 on the interactions between 
viewer interests and situational factors. Political interest modified the impact of the 
lead-out effect, and news preference modified the impact of co-viewing on news 
exposure. Political interest, in contrast, reinforced the influence of viewer 
availability. All other interactions were not significant. Regarding RQb, one can 
conclude that viewer interests can reinforce as well as reverse the influence of 
situational factors on news viewing behavior. 
 Finally, it should be noted that individual background characteristics 
improved the models even more than the motivational factors, with R-squares of 
between .16 and .27. This impact could be primarily ascribed to age. Older viewers 
were more likely to watch the news at all, watched the news on more days, and 
spent more time watching the news. But also news interests, viewing situations, 
and thus the strength of influencing factors might differ for younger and older 
viewers. To analyze the difference, the study ran the models on news viewing 
duration separately for younger viewers of the “Net generation” versus viewers 
born before 1977 (Tappscott, 1998, pp. 22–24).4 The proportional strength of 
motivational and situational factors was about the same for the two groups. 
Political interest was not significant for younger viewers; consequently, no 
interaction effects could be found for the young. News preference had a positive 
effect on news exposure of young viewers. However, being interested in news did 
not modify the influence of situational factors for them. 

 

Conclusions and Discussion 

Television news is still the most important source of political information for many 
citizens. However, news audiences are shrinking, which is why it is relevant to 
know which factors actually contribute to news viewing. In other words, do 
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viewers watch the news intentionally because they are interested in it, or is news 
viewing simply a by-product of watching TV? Assuming that audience activity is a 
continuum, the study was interested in the proportional strength of motivational 
and situational factors. Using Dutch people-meter data, the impact of possible 
influence factors was tested on watching the news at all, days per week, and news 
viewing duration. 
 Most surprisingly, viewing motives seem to play only a minor role in the 
decision to watch news programs. Instead, the relevance of situational factors was 
obvious even at the most basic level of news exposure, namely the distinction 
between news viewers and news non-viewers. However, the relative importance of 
the viewing context actually increases once news exposure is measured more 
specifically. Viewers spent about half an hour more per week watching news 
programs if they watched together with others or watched preceding programs on 
the same channel.  
 However, situational influences should not be misunderstood as deterministic, 
rendering passive viewers. Viewers may quite deliberately relinquish their choice 
opportunities and leave their news exposure to chance (Schoenbach, 2007). 
Previous research repeatedly pointed to the habitual character of news viewing 
(e.g., Tenscher, 2008). Viewing habits were described as automatic behavior, 
displayed as a response to key stimuli (Koch, 2010). Once viewing choices are 
crystallized into habits, they are no longer consciously intentional. Nevertheless, 
they are the product of what was once a deliberate decision, and thus still reflect 
viewing interests and preferences.  
 In the Dutch context, news viewing habits might be explained by a long 
tradition of public service news. The audience is accustomed to the news programs 
that are both available and regularly scheduled. A prominent position of public 
broadcasting news is also very common in other European countries, for example 
in the United Kingdom, Germany, France, and Belgium. But differences in the 
influence of situational factors and, thus, also of viewing habits might be expected 
in countries that have more competitive news markets, such as the United States. 
A larger number of program alternatives should also influence viewer’s program 
selection. Switching between channels might be more relevant where more choice 
opportunities are available. On the other hand, this might not be the case; the 
more, and the more different channels there are, the less necessary it might be to 
stop watching somewhat unsatisfactory programs (Cooper, 1996). Internationally 
comparative research could reveal to what extent the proportional strength of 
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motivational and situational determinants found in a European context is 
conditional on a specific news environment. 
 The context, although very important, does not have an equal impact on all 
viewers. Personal interests can not only strengthen, but also weaken the influence 
of situational aspects. For instance, especially the strongly interested viewers spent 
more time watching the news if they also watched more TV in general. Thus, 
viewers might indeed allow programming and other situational constraints to 
define their viewing behavior, but only as long as they actually like what they 
watch.  
 In certain viewing situations, however, viewers seem to be less particular 
about which programs they watch. Viewers who are less interested in the news are 
more willing to continue watching it if they do not want to miss the program that 
comes on after the newscast. Uninterested viewers are also encouraged by co-
viewers to watch the news. For them, the social aspects of watching together (e.g., 
in a family setting) might be more important than the actual content that is 
watched. The strong impact of social viewing is surprising, because viewers were 
found to increasingly watch TV alone (SKO, 2009). Little is known about country-
specific differences regarding social versus solitary news exposure, or about the 
effects of programming strategies.  
 There is concern about decreasing news consumption, especially by the 
younger generation. Results indicate that the young might watch the news for 
reasons other than wanting to learn about political affairs. But also their news 
encounters are influenced substantially by co-viewing and other situational aspects. 
That young viewers nevertheless watch less news might be explained by their less 
stable viewing habits (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2010; Köcher, 2008). 
Since they spend less time watching TV, they are also less likely to come across the 
news accidentally.  
 This study focused on the traditional news format. To obtain a more 
complete picture, increasingly popular news shows that mainly cover human 
interest issues, celebrities, or local events should also be investigated (Baum & 
Jamison, 2006; Prior, 2007). To what extent have alternative news formats replaced 
the traditional ones? And for whom? This study shows that, to answer such 
questions, accounting for motivational and situational factors, and their 
interrelationships, is a promising way to integrate two traditions of audience 
research and thus further enhance an understanding of audience behavior. 
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Appendix 

 

Table 3.A1: Multivariate Regression Models on News Exposure 

News Viewing Duration 
  News Viewing 

at All 
News Viewing 

Days 

Predictors  OR  B 

IRR 

Unconditional 

IRR 

Conditional 

Individual Characteristics 

 
Age   1.04***(0.01) 0.04***(0.00) 1.02***(0.00) 1.02***(0.00) 

Gender (male) 0.94***(0.12) 0.02***(0.06) 1.00***(0.04) 1.00***(0.04) 

Education   1.10***(0.05) 0.02***(0.02) 1.05***(0.02) 1.05***(0.02) 

Newspaper   0.92***(0.22) ‐0.10***(0.12) 0.83***(0.06) 0.84***(0.07) 

Free daily  0.93***(0.10) 0.00***(0.06) 1.02***(0.04) 1.02***(0.04) 

Internet  0.99***(0.04) ‐0.01***(0.02) 1.00***(0.02) 1.00***(0.02) 

         

Motivational Factors 

   

Political interest  1.26***(0.13) 0.18***(0.05) 1.17***(0.04) 1.17***(0.04) 

News preference  1.65***(0.17) 0.32***(0.06) 1.32***(0.05) 1.29***(0.06) 

Political interest*   0.98***(0.06) 

   news preference   

Switching   1.24** (0.12) 0.16***(0.05) 1.18***(0.04) 1.15***(0.04) 

Appointment viewing 1.27***(0.11) 4.64***(0.38) 4.52***(0.38) 

         

  (continued) 
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(Continued) 
       

News Viewing Duration 
  News Viewing 

at All 
News Viewing 

Days 

Predictors  OR  B 

IRR 

Unconditional 

IRR 

Conditional 

Situational Factors 

Availability  1.09***(0.01) 0.04***(0.00) 1.02***(0.00) 1.02***(0.00) 

Availability* political  1.01***(0.00) 

   interest  0.99***(0.00) 

Availability* news   

   preference   

Co‐viewers  0.56***(0.04) 2.98***(0.13) 2.80***(0.12) 

Co‐viewers* political 0.88***(0.06) 

   interest   

Co‐viewers* news  0.70***(0.05) 

   preference   

Lead‐in  2.38***(0.18) 19.82***(2.58) 19.33***(2.51) 

Lead‐in* political  0.86***(0.17) 

   interest   

Lead‐in* news  0.91***(0.18) 

   preference   

Lead‐out  0.13***(0.14) 2.14***(0.23) 2.03***(0.22) 

Lead‐out* political 0.73***(0.11) 

   interest   

Lead‐out* news  0.95***(0.14) 

   preference     

Constant   ‐3.31*(0.38) ‐2.34*(0.21) ‐1.51*(0.16) 3.66*(0.02) 

Lnalpha  ‐0.03*(0.03) ‐0.05*(0.03) 

Alpha  0.96*(0.03) 0.95*(0.03) 

Adjusted R²  0.564    

Cragg‐Uhler/  0.351 0.598 0.610   

   Nagelkerke R²   

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. OR = odds ratio of logistic regression; B = unstandardized 
coefficients of OLS regression; IRR = incidence rate ratios of negative‐binomial regression.  
Interactions  terms  of  political  interest  and  news  preference with  the  situational  factors  are 
added in the conditional model of news‐viewing duration. 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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Notes 
 
1 Question wording translated from Dutch: “The following questions concern your 
interest for different issues. In a moment, I will name some issues. Could you 
indicate for each issue whether you are strongly, fairly, or little interested? Politics: 
Could you indicate how much you are interested in that?” This scale was converted 
to “1” low, “2” medium, and “3” strong political interest. 
2 Translated question wording: “To what extent are you interested in the following 
television programs? You can choose from: highly, somewhat, hardly, and 
absolutely not interested. News and current affairs (such as Journaal, RTL Nieuws, 
and Netwerk).” “Absolutely not interested” had a relative frequency of less then 2% 
and was collapsed with category “little interested” with negligible effects on the 
results. The scale was converted so that “1” was low, “2” medium, and “3” strong 
news preference. 
3  Education comprised six categories that comply with the Dutch educational 
system. 
4 Viewers born after 1977 were regarded as members of the “Net generation” who 
grew up with new technologies, especially the Internet, and supposedly have 
developed different patterns of media use. Six hundred and one of the study’s 
respondents matched this age group.  
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Abstract 

With an abundance of TV channels available, viewers with no interest in politics 
might escape from news watching completely. But whether this is true depends on 
how viewers deal with an increasing complexity. Do people follow their viewing 
motives and preferences even more or do unintentional choices prevail? Using 
people-meter data, the authors studied news exposure over the last two decades in 
the Netherlands. They found increasing levels of news exposure more strongly 
influenced by the viewing context than by motivations of the viewers. The results 
showed how a mix of public-service and commercial news still can reach wide 
audiences today. 
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Keeping up with current affairs is an integral part of political or civic engagement 
(e.g., Delli Carpini, 2004). The relationship between exposure to political 
information and engagement was found to be mutual. While politically interested 
and engaged citizens tend to seek out current affairs information, exposure to it 
also reinforces political interest (Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010). Especially, news 
programs on TV were considered effective for their ability to reach large audiences 
across socioeconomic groups and varying degrees of political interest and 
sophistication. Audiovisual forms of presentation are assumed to aid attention and 
learning of the less interested more easily than other news sources (e.g., Grabe, 
Kamhawi, & Yegiyan, 2009; Kwak, 1999).  
 Because of this special status of TV news, shrinking news audiences often 
triggered worries about audience fragmentation and specialization. Fragmentation 
refers to a general decline of audience shares. With an increasing number of 
viewing alternatives, TV exposure is less concentrated but more diversified over 
the available options. Audience polarization, or specialization, in contrast, 
describes the trend that audiences of specific channels or programs become more 
exclusive. So, individual viewers would watch more of the same content that 
differs from content watched by others (Tewksbury, 2005; Webster, 1986, 2005).  
The potential of TV news programs to reach wide audiences today depends on 
how viewers deal with the increase of viewing alternatives. More available channels 
may inevitably lead to less news viewing. But are the viewers that follow the news 
primarily those who are also interested and motivated to watch? TV viewing was 
often regarded as a low-involvement activity (Comstock & Scharrer, 1999). 
Television may be used for relaxation and often has its fixed times and functions in 
everyday routines. Viewers who are not intentionally selecting programs might be 
“trapped” by programming strategies to watch programs that do not match their 
interests (Schoenbach, 2008; Schoenbach & Lauf, 2002, 2004). In this way, political 
information on TV could reach viewers who are not politically interested and who 
would not follow the news via other sources. 
 The present study investigates changes in news exposure during the last two 
decades in the Netherlands. Its aim is to compare decisions to watch the news in 
both a high-choice environment and a low-choice one. With both public-service 
and commercial programs, the Dutch national news programming is typical for 
North-Western European countries. The authors studied news-viewing situations 
from 1988 to 2010 using Dutch people-meter data on the level of individual 
viewers. These unique data allowed the study of news exposure on an equal level 
of precision over time.   
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Fragmentation and Specialization of News Audiences 

With more available channels and alternative programs to watch, almost inevitably 
audience shares of specific channels or programs diminish. For the United States, 
audience fragmentation was described as a result of the introduction of cable TV, 
and later, of digital TV (Webster, 1986, 2005). In Europe, the introduction of 
commercial channels in addition to public broadcasting as well as the advent of 
digital TV resulted in increased fragmentation (Gerhards & Klingler, 2005).  
 Fragmentation also may lead to smaller audiences of news programs. This was 
observed in the United States as well as in some European countries such as the 
United Kingdom and Germany (Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Pew Research 
Center for the People & the Press [Pew], 2009; Zubayr & Geese, 2009). However, 
Hewlett (2009) noted that British news programs were less influenced by 
fragmentation compared to other genres. The main Dutch evening newscast still 
ranked second among programs that attracted the largest audiences in the 
Netherlands in 2010 (Stichting KijkOnderzoek [SKO], 2011). Overall, the number 
of Dutch news and current-affairs programming doubled between 1987 and 1997 
(Aalberg, van Aelst, & Curran, 2010). But if audience shares in general are 
dropping, viewers may watch less news today than 20 years ago. The first aim of 
this study was to compare levels of news exposure over time. It expects that 
viewers watch less news when more options are available: 
 
 H1:  The increasing number of available channels has led to a decrease of 

news exposure in the Netherlands. 
 
 There are two ways in which behavior of individual viewers might lead to 
fragmentation of aggregated audiences, and thus, two consequences for patterns of 
news exposure. First, all viewers may spend less time watching news programs 
since they use the available alternatives for a more diverse TV consumption. 
Second, there may be an increasing difference between news-seekers—viewers 
who watch the news regularly, and news avoiders—viewers who abstain from the 
news (Ksiazek, Malthouse, & Webster, 2010; Prior, 2007). The latter case refers to 
audience polarization or specialization. Audiences are specialized if there is little 
overlap between different programs or channels (Webster, 1986, 2005).  
 Specialization of news audiences is regarded as problematic since this might 
potentially increase gaps of political knowledge, interest, or involvement (Prior, 
2007; Sunstein, 2002; Tewksbury, 2005). It is assumed that with more viewing 
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alternatives, political content on TV increasingly is received by viewers who are 
interested in politics and who actively seek out information on news and current 
affairs, whereas viewers less interested in politics may turn to alternative programs.  
 In the United States for instance, the average duration of exposure to TV 
news was relatively stable from 1994 to 2010, at about 30 minutes a day. But the 
number of those regularly watching the news dropped from 72% in 1994 to 58% 
in 2010 (Pew, 2010). Thus, more opportunities to watch but also to avoid news 
programs resulted in growing differences between individual levels of news 
exposure (Prior, 2007). So far, there is little empirical evidence on specialization of 
news audiences in Europe, and in the Netherlands in particular, which leads to the 
following research question: 
 
  RQ1:  Has an increase in the number of available channels led to a 

specialization of news audiences in the Netherlands? 
 

News Exposure between Motivated Choice and Situational Cues 

Whether an increasing variety of programs leads to more people seeking or 
avoiding news programs does not depend only on the channels available but also 
on how viewers make their program choices. The scenario of specialization and, 
thus, of an increasing difference between individual levels of news exposure is 
based on the assumption that viewers do not watch news programs accidentally 
but because they are motivated to do so. Viewers may watch the news because 
they want to keep up with current affairs. This may be motivated by an interest in 
politics – or by a broader interest in public affairs or in more specific topics such 
as sports or the weather forecast (e.g., Zubayr & Geese, 2009). 
 In addition to viewing motives, the viewing situation defines a structure that 
can further or restrict news exposure (Webster, 2009). Viewers may be encouraged 
to choose programs according to their preferences or accidentally may encounter 
news programs independently of their likes or dislikes. An integrative approach on 
viewing behavior, therefore, regards viewing decisions as influenced by both 
motivational and situational factors (Cooper & Tang, 2009; Wonneberger, 
Schoenbach, & van Meurs, 2011).  
 For Dutch viewers in 2007, Wonneberger and colleagues (2011) found that 
news watching was strongly related to situational factors such as watching TV at 
all, watching a specific channel, or watching together with others. But has the 
relevance of motivational and situational factors changed compared to a low-
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choice situation? Depending on how viewers respond to a high-choice 
environment, their viewing motivations might actually have become more 
important or less important relative to situational cues. If viewers now make use of 
their extended choice opportunities by selecting those programs that best match 
their interests more often, news audiences would be more specialized. Or, the 
audience might be overwhelmed by the diversity of the new programming. As a 
reaction, heuristics may develop to deal with the abundance of choice, for instance, 
viewing routines, or a stronger focus on favorite channels. An increasing impact of 
such situational cues would explain an absence of audience specialization. 
 

Motivated Viewing 

The assumption that viewers follow their interests more consciously in a high-
choice environment is based on the idea of rational viewing decisions. Viewers are 
assumed to maximize their viewing utility by choosing programs that best match 
their interests. Models of program choice regard preferences for specific programs 
or genres as the main motive of viewing decisions (e.g., Klövekorn, 2002; Webster 
& Wakshlag, 1983). The uses-and-gratifications approach to media exposure offers 
an extensive understanding of how viewers select programs according to 
gratifications sought, and how gratifications obtained influence future choices 
(Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982; Rubin, 1983). Since not all available alternatives can 
be evaluated, choices may be based on bounded rationality (March & Simon, 
1958). Instead of seeking an optimal program choice, the first alternative may be 
chosen that proves to be satisfying enough. 
 To maximize or satisfy interests, viewers need to be aware of their needs and 
preferences and seek to find the best or quickest match when making a choice. 
Thus, viewers have to regard the programming important enough to be willing to 
switch between channels to seek out the most interesting program available. 
Viewers might even make appointments to watch the news. Especially evening 
newscasts can be considered as “anchor points” since many viewers start watching 
TV to not miss the news of the day (Wonneberger et al., 2011). 
 

Situational Cues 

An alternative approach to highly selective audiences emphasizes watching TV as a 
low-cost activity (Comstock & Scharrer, 1999). Instead of choosing programs 
intentionally, viewers are regarded as strongly influenced by their viewing 
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environment and may, for instance, accidentally encounter programs that are 
scheduled cleverly at specific times or on specific channels (Cooper, 1996). 
 An increase of program alternatives would mean that viewers need to adapt 
their strategy for “low-cost” choices to efficiently deal with an increasing number 
of program alternatives. Viewing habits help limit the cognitive work necessary for 
viewing decisions. Habits are, thereby, understood as cognitive structures that 
allow automatic responses to key stimuli (Koch, 2010; LaRose, 2010). Thus, key 
stimuli such as characteristics of place and time can lead to recurring viewing 
patterns. If viewing habits become more important to deal with an increasingly 
complex viewing environment, the importance of such situational cues should 
increase. 
 What are those cues? First of all, viewers need to be available for watching TV 
to be exposed to specific programs at specific times (Webster & Wakshlag, 1983). 
When they watch, most of the time viewers are not aware of the complete 
programming but use a limited repertoire of channels and programs from which they 
choose (Heeter, 1985; Yuan & Webster, 2006). However, viewers may not actively 
switch between those channels looking for interesting programs all the time. 
Adjacent programs on the same channel control inheritance effects on the 
audience composition of a program (Cooper, 1996). A program scheduled on the 
same channel preceding a newscast has a lead-in effect if viewers stay on that channel 
and thus encounter that newscast. Lead-out effect refers to viewers who watch the 
news because they do not want to miss the start of the program thereafter 
(Boemer, 1987; Marcinkowski, 2010). Finally, co-viewers who are present in a 
viewing situation take part in viewing decisions or may overrule a person’s 
program choice (Webster & Wakshlag, 1982). 
 

Fluctuations over Time 

More viewing alternatives might lead to a stronger influence of either viewing 
motives or of situational factors on news exposure, or of both. But these two types 
of factors also influence each other. So, in Giddens’ terms they can be thought of 
as a “duality” (Webster, 2009). Program preferences develop and change as a result 
of specific viewing situations. Positive viewing experiences might support the 
confirmation of viewing habits or the development of new ones. Situational cues 
then become relevant to activate those habits. Moreover, broadcasters take viewing 
preferences into account to adjust programming schedules (Webster, 2009). Such a 
feedback mechanism may increase, for instance, lead-in effects. A third aim of this 
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study is to compare the relative strength of the two types of influencing factors 
over time. Moreover, which specific factors are most relevant and did their relative 
influence change? 
 
 RQ2:  Has the increase of viewing opportunities led to an increasing influence 

either of viewing motivations or situational factors on news exposure or 
both? 

 RQ3:  Which specific factors were particularly important, and did their 
relevance change between 1988 and 2010? 

 
 

Data 

The study used Dutch people-meter data that contain unobtrusively and 
electronically recorded information about individual viewing behavior. Since 1987, 
the national television audience research was conducted by Continu KijkOnderzoek 
(CKO), and since 2002 by Stichting KijkOnderzoek (SKO). Intomart GfK collected the 
audience data. People meters were installed in every participating household of a 
representative national panel. Every time panel members watched TV, they needed 
to register with a remote control. Then the channels watched and the exact 
moments of switching were recorded electronically. The quality of these measures 
was carefully monitored (SKO, 2008). 
 The participating households were selected from an establishment survey 
according to their representation of 100 subgroups whose distributions were based 
on the “Golden Standard,” a tool of the Market Research Association 
(MarktOnderzoekAssociatie) for representative sampling in the Netherlands, and 
prior to 2007 by the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics and the biennial GfK 
MiniCensus. A household could participate for a maximum of 5 years. An annual 
survey among all panel members provided background information such as 
sociodemographics, political interest, and media use behavior about each 
household and individual member (SKO, 2008). The programming of the major 
Dutch channels was analyzed by TV Times, since 2007 MediaXim Nederland, so that 
watching a channel at a particular time could be allocated to a specific program.  
 The sample comprised one week in March of every second year from 1988 to 
2010. TV viewing during this time of the year was little affected by weather, 
holidays, or changes of programming schedules. Furthermore, no major news 
events occurred in these weeks. Survey-, viewing-, and program data were 
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combined from the people-meter system. All panel members 13 and older were 
included, resulting in a total sample size of N = 22,379 viewers.  
 

The Dutch TV-News Environment 

With its mix of public service and commercial channels, Dutch programming is 
typical for democratic corporatist media systems of North-Western European 
countries (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). TV was available to about 98% of all 
households throughout the research period. The average viewing time increased 
from 133 minutes per day in 1988 to 191 minutes in 2010. The national TV market 
became generally more competitive, with an increasing number of news programs 
broadcast during that time.  
 In 1988, national TV was dominated by three public-service channels. In the 
years to follow, the first Dutch commercial channels were introduced. With 13 
national commercial channels, a first peak was reached in 1998. Also more foreign 
and local TV channels became available. In 2010, about 58% of all TV households 
received digital TV, and 50 or more channels. The analog households had access to 
30 channels on average. But despite more channels, the concentration of the 
market remained relatively high. Both in 2002 and 2010, about 78% of the market 
share could be ascribed to 9 channels (SKO, 2011, 2004). This also was reflected 
by viewers’ channel repertoires that comprised 10 channels on average in both 
years (see below). 
 The national news market expanded but remained concentrated on a few 
channels. Figure 4.1 shows the proportions of broadcasting time devoted to news, 
the distribution among broadcasters, and the overall duration of the news 
programming in 1 week per year. Newscasts of regional and foreign channels were 
of only minor importance for the national news market. Therefore, this study 
focused on national news. 
 In the public-service only situation, NOS Journaal was the only national news 
program with one main newscast in the evening and about 10 shorter bulletins and 
reruns throughout the day. RTL 4 introduced a daily newscast, RTL Nieuws, in 
1989. Although this became increasingly popular, NOS Journaal still had higher 
audience shares in 2010 (SKO, 2011). These two programs not only dominated the 
TV-news market but were also comparable (Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & 
Beentjes, 2005). Their main evening bulletins of about 20–30 minutes included 10–
15 items devoted to current-affairs, 1 or 2 human-interest stories, and the weather 
forecast. Several reruns and short bulletins were scheduled throughout the day.  
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Figure 4.1: Proportion of News Programs Relative to the Duration of Total Programming per 
Broadcaster per Year and Total Hours of News Programming per Week 
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  In 1999, a second commercial broadcaster (SBS Nederland) entered the 
market with Het Nieuws on channels SBS 6 and Net 5. When SBS increased the 
frequency of its newscasts to over 20 bulletins of 10–30 minutes per day in 2002, 
NOS and RTL also expanded their news programming. RTL launched a special 
program covering business and economy issues along with general public affairs in 
2001. Although SBS opted out of the news market after 2002, the total amount of 
news programming increased further in 2004 and decreased thereafter. An 
additional NOS program Journaal op 3 was launched in 2007 with 4–5 bulletins per 
day. In 2010, NOS had kept its leading position—due also to an increasing number 
of bulletins of about 5–10 minutes (up to 4 times per hour), especially during the 
mornings and early afternoons. The time devoted to news by all broadcasters 
increased from 11 hours per week in 1988 to 132 hours in 2010. The proportion of 
newscasts on the total programming, however, dropped from almost 10% during 
the period of competition to about 5%. 
 

Measures 

 News exposure was operationalized as the exact minutes that a viewer 
watched news during one week. A threshold of watching at least 5 minutes of a 
news program was applied. Watching the main evening news programs and the 
shorter bulletins was included.  
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 Motivational factors comprised political interest as an indicator of interest in 
political information as well as indicators of viewers’ readiness to select programs 
intentionally. In the annual survey, political interest was measured on a 3-point scale.1 
To determine a viewer’s switching rate, the number of changes between channels was 
divided by the total number of programs watched. A viewer’s score for appointment 
viewing resulted from the frequency of starting to watch TV not longer than 5 
minutes before watching a newscast divided by the total number of newscasts 
watched by that viewer. 
 Situational factors were viewer availability, channel repertoire, lead-in and 
lead-out effects, and co-viewing. Availability was the number of hours a viewer 
watched TV during 1 week. To ensure independence from the dependent variable, 
the time spent watching news was excluded. A viewer’s channel repertoire was 
determined by the number of channels watched for at least 5 minutes during 1 
week. Programs with a lead-in effect were those broadcast prior to a news program 
on the same channel and watched for at least 5 minutes. Since viewers may not 
watch a lead-in program entirely, the authors calculated the proportion of a lead-in 
program watched by a viewer. The average proportion of all lead-in programs 
viewed in 1 week was a viewer’s lead-in score. Similarly, lead-out scores were the 
average proportions viewed of programs scheduled on the same channel and 
watched for at least 5 minutes after a newscast. Co-viewers were defined by the 
average number of people who were present during news exposure. 
 Viewer characteristics were found to make a difference in news viewing 
behavior. The study controlled for factors such as age, gender, and education2 as well 
as newspaper consumption.3  
 
 

Results 

News Exposure over Time 

Dutch viewers spent increasingly more time watching news with average durations 
of 61 minutes per week in 1988 to 103 minutes in 2010 (see Figure 4.2). Three 
phases could be discerned: 1) a decrease from 1988 to 1990, 2) a stable period 
between 1990 and 1998, and 3) a phase of increasing news exposure from 2000 to 
2010. These periods could be related to changes of the TV market in general and 
of news programming in particular.  
 When new channels were introduced between 1988 and 1990, average news 
exposure decreased from 61 to 48 minutes per week. From 1990 to 1998, even 
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though the overall proportion of news programming decreased, levels of news 
exposure were relatively stable. After 1998, news exposure started to increase. 
When SBS launched a new news program in 2000, the exposure level was higher 
than in 1990 with an average duration of 67 minutes. Although news programming 
was reduced after 2004, news exposure further increased to an average of 103 
minutes per week in 2010. Therefore, H1 can be rejected. With more channels and 
more news programs available, the general level of news exposure did not decrease 
but rather increased in the Netherlands. Specific news programs probably suffered 
from audience fragmentation but the genre as a whole was used more extensively 
over time.  
 Parallel to increasing average levels of news exposure, the variation between 
viewers increased over time. Of course, not all viewers used the increasing 
possibilities to watch news to the same extent. The strongest increase of news 
exposure could be ascribed to news seekers and moderate news viewers (Figure 
4.2). But to what extent did viewers turn away from the news more often? The 
exposure level of light news viewers remained relatively stable over time. When 
more channels became available, the proportion of viewers who watched no news 
at all first increased from 10% in 1988 to 17% in 2000. With more competition on 
the news market after 2000, the proportion of avoiders dropped again. About 88% 
of the Dutch still watched the news at least 1 day a week in 2010 compared to 90% 
in 1988 (Figure 4.3). The answer to RQ1 was therefore that the degree of 
specialization of news audiences in the Netherlands was very low. 
 
Figure 4.2: News Exposure over Time  

 
Note: Dashed  lines show maximum  levels of news exposure for  lower 25% of the sample (light 
news  viewers),  up  to  75%  (moderate  news  viewers),  and  up  to  95%  of  the  sample  (news 
seekers). 
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Figure 4.3: News Avoidance over Time  

 
Note:  Percentage  of  viewers  per  year who were  not  exposed  to  at  least  one  news  program 
during one week. 

 

Explaining News Exposure 

How did the impact of viewing motives and the viewing context change with the 
transformation to a high-choice environment? Stepwise regression on news 
exposure for each year was applied to compare the different predictors. Since the 
distribution of the viewing duration was right-skewed, negative binomial regression 
was employed. Sociodemographics and newspaper use were first entered into the 
models. The models were then estimated with motivational factors in addition to 
the individual characteristics and, finally with situational factors in addition to the 
individual characteristic, before estimating the full models. Thus, the contributions 
of motivational and situational factors were controlled for other viewer 
characteristics. Shifts in the relative importance of motivational and situational 
predictors should become visible in the changes in R-Square caused by each block 
of predictors (Table 4.1).  
 Consistent over time, the situational factors were relatively more important 
compared to the motivational ones. While the situational variables led to changes 
in pseudo R-Square between .20 and .30, the respective scores for viewing 
motivations were below .10. However, parallel to changes of the amount of news 
programming, the relative strength of motivational and situational factors changed. 
More news programming after 1988 and 2000 was associated with greater changes 
in R-square for situational factors and smaller changes for motivational factors. 
When the share of news programming dropped again after 1990 and 2004, viewing 
motivations became more relevant. Therefore, the answer to RQ2 was that 
situational factors were more relevant than viewing motivations. The relative 
strength of situational and motivational factors was dependent on the amount of 
news programming. 
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Table 4.1: Negative‐Binomial Regression Models on News Viewing Duration: Contributions of 
Motivational and Situational Factors per Year 
 

Cragg & Uhler's                       

R‐Square    1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006  2008  2010 
                           

Individual 
characteristics  0.054 0.128 0.141 0.124 0.147 0.141 0.140 0.122 0.127 0.149  0.152  0.169 
                         
Motivational 
factors  0.127 0.180 0.183 0.180 0.229 0.225 0.207 0.177 0.177 0.212  0.240  0.241 

R‐change 0.073 0.052 0.042 0.056 0.082 0.084 0.067 0.055 0.050 0.063  0.088  0.072 
                         
Situational 
factors  0.224 0.32  0.319 0.286 0.312 0.315 0.330 0.373 0.336 0.335  0.369  0.376 

R‐change 0.170 0.192 0.178 0.162 0.165 0.174 0.190 0.251 0.209 0.186  0.217  0.207 
                         

Total R‐Square  0.354 0.464 0.431 0.385 0.441 0.428 0.411 0.439 0.423 0.431  0.491  0.474 

N  766  1,274 1,202 1,373 1,922 1,900 2,194 2,345 2,325 2,390  2,412  2,306 

Note:  Individual  characteristics:  age,  gender,  education,  newspaper  use. Motivational  factors: 
political  interest,  switching,  appointment  viewing.  Situational  factors:  availability,  co‐viewing, 
channel repertoire,  lead‐in,  lead‐out. Changes  in R‐square denote model  improvement relative 
to individual characteristics. 

 

 Which of the predictors were particularly important? And how did their 
influence behave over time? To compare the specific effects of individual 
predictors, statistical simulation was used to yield quantities of interest from the 
regression coefficients that could be meaningfully interpreted (King, Tomz, & 
Wittenberg, 2000). The authors calculated the expected changes in minutes of 
news viewing that would be expected for a predictor change from half a standard 
deviation below to half a standard deviation above its mean. All other predictors 
were held constant at their means (Table 4.A1). Based on these average changes in 
news exposure, Figure 4.4 shows how the impact of one variable relative to the 
strength of the other variables changed over the years and was used to answer 
RQ3.  
 Over the whole period, viewer availability and appointment viewing were the 
most important predictors, followed by age. The difference in news viewing 
duration between light and heavy TV viewers ranged from about 16 minutes in the 
early years to about 40 minutes per week in the later years. Frequent appointment 
viewers spent up to 37 minutes more watching news. The difference between 
younger and older viewers increased from about 7 to more than 30 viewing 
minutes. 
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Figure 4.4: Trends and Relative Strength of Effects on News Exposure, 1988–2010 

 
Note:  Expected  changes  in  viewing minutes  per  predictor  per  year  (see  Table  4.A1). Reading 
example:  In 2010, viewers with high  levels of availability  (half a  standard deviation above  the 
mean)  spent  about  37  minutes  per  week  longer  on  news  compared  to  viewers  with  an 
availability of half a standard deviation below the mean. In contrast, viewers strongly interested 
in politics spent about 12 minutes  longer on news programs per week than viewers with a  low 
interest.  

 

 Lead-in was the factor with the highest increase of relevance. Watching higher 
proportions of programs prior to news on the same channel had no effect in the 
early years but made a difference up to 28 minutes in 2010. Similarly but less 
strong, the lead-out effect was significant only after 1996. In 2010, watching higher 
proportions of subsequent programs made a difference of about 14 minutes of 
news viewing. The two remaining situational factors, channel repertoire and co-viewing 
had a moderate positive influence on news viewing with some fluctuations over 
the years. 
 While appointment viewing was the most important motivational factor (see 
above), the impact of political interest increased over time resulting in a difference 
of 12 news-viewing minutes between “little” and more “strongly interested” viewers in 
2010. Switching was the only factor with a negative impact on news exposure 
throughout the research period. Thus, changing channels was often associated with 
less exposure.  
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 Age was most influential of all individual characteristics. Education showed a 
positive but small effect on the duration of news viewing in most years. Gender 
and reading newspapers were not relevant except for some minor influences in 
some years. 
 The periods that were characterized by an increase of news programs and 
levels of news exposure coincided with changes in the relevance of motivational 
and situational factors. With more channels between 1988 and 1990, the impact of 
availability and appointment viewing decreased. Although availability still was 
relevant, viewing time was more often allocated to programs other than the news 
and the routine of turning on the TV to watch news, became less important. With 
the increase of news exposure after 1998, the influence of most factors also 
increased again. Only the negative relationship of switching and news exposure in 
the early years faded away over time. Although switching between channels 
occurred more often in general, viewers avoided news programs less often in the 
later years. The impact of availability, in contrast, strongly increased after 2000 
when more news programs on more channels were broadcast.  

 

Conclusions and Discussion 

Media advocates were concerned that viewers who are less interested in politics 
would escape from news watching given the chance to do so. Increasing 
opportunities for viewers to choose alternative programs instead of watching the 
news were primarily attributed to drop in news audiences. The authors analyzed 
news exposure from 1988 to 2010 in the Netherlands to study the transformation 
from a low-choice to a high-choice viewing environment in a democratic-
corporatist media system. They found that instead of abstaining or escaping from 
the news, the time spent watching increased. Throughout the last two decades, 
news exposure was more strongly influenced by the viewing context than by 
motivations. Explanations for high levels of exposure might, therefore, be found in 
characteristics of the Dutch viewing environment as well as of audience behavior.  
 The factors that clearly stand out regarding their impact on news exposure are 
viewer availability, appointment viewing, lead-in, and age. Despite a considerable 
increase of the number of available channels, viewers to some extent still watch 
news simply because they watch TV. One explanation may be attributed to the 
increasing amount of time that the Dutch spend watching TV per day.  
 Although more available channels would allow viewers to abstain from the 
news, the authors actually discovered that viewers avoid news by switching to a 
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different channel less often when they have more viewing alternatives. People react 
to the increasing complexity by sticking to one channel more often, thereby giving 
importance to channel loyalty when more alternatives are available (Webster, 
2005).  
 The still strong position of news programs on Dutch TV today may also 
result from the long tradition of public-service TV.  Public broadcasting has a 
good reputation as a reliable source for news and current-affairs programming in 
the Netherlands (Peeters, 2002). Moreover, the audience is accustomed to the 
news programs and their schedules. An increasing “trap” effect (Schoenbach, 
2008) might also be the result of an increasing number of short news bulletins. 
Simultaneous scheduling of these bulletins on commercial and public service 
channels during daytime, made it simply more likely to encounter news when 
watching TV. These bulletins might also just be short enough so that viewers do 
not find it necessary to change channels even if they were not initially interested in 
watching news. Moreover, a brief update on current issues and events along with 
appealing presentation features might even be regarded as valuable and 
entertaining. So, the Dutch news environment seems to stimulate news exposure 
as a side-effect of watching TV as well as selective viewing. Maintaining both the 
interested and less interested news audiences yielded high and even increasing 
levels of news exposure. 
 The increasing amount of news exposure did not apply in the same way to 
younger viewers. Ultimately, generational differences could lead to a declining 
relevance of TV as a public-affairs medium. The main concern, however, is 
whether youths simply rely on different media or whether they tune out completely 
with possible consequences like decreasing political knowledge and participation 
(Mindich, 2004). Although new media gain importance for youths in the 
Netherlands, television is still their primary source for news and current-affairs 
information (Van Cauwenberge, Beentjes, & d’Haenens, 2011). Therefore, their 
use of different news sources should be studied more extensively.  
 This study’s results point to a different scenario than has been described for 
the United States. In a politically polarized news environment, viewers are more 
inclined to select news programs according to their political preferences (Iyengar & 
Hahn, 2009). With an increase of program alternatives, especially, those who only 
are moderately or less interested in politics abstain from news watching as well as 
from voting (Prior, 2007). With the news market ideologically far less polarized 
than the one in the United States, politically less interested viewers seem to be less 
discouraged to watch the news and, therewith, less inclined to abstain from the 
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news when the number of viewing alternatives increase. As a result, news 
audiences are less fragmented and specialized. 
 To date, news consumption in the Netherlands is still dominated by linear 
media and their specific situational constraints (Van der Burg, Lauf, & Negenborn, 
2011). But most likely, online news exposure will increase. In the United States, for 
instance, 44% of the public uses new media regularly as a news source (Pew, 2010). 
What implications does the increasing importance of non-linear media have for the 
overall level and degree of fragmentation of news exposure? Certainly, both the 
number of alternatives and independence from schedules increase. But this does 
not automatically result in audience autonomy. Online news, too, seems to be 
encountered accidentally (Tewksbury, Weaver, Maddex, 2001). Or new 
recommendation systems on the Internet facilitate and narrow choices at the same 
time (Webster, 2011). Future research should address the relative strength of 
motivational and situational factors in increasingly complex choice situations. 
 Dutch news programs still are an important source for political information, 
even in a high-choice viewing environment. Newscasts that present a convenient 
overview of public affairs are probably easily integrated into viewing diets without 
demanding much effort from the viewers. The study’s results indicate that a mix of 
public-service and commercial news as found in Western Europe has the ability to 
reach large audiences. News audiences stay tuned because of the combination of 
an enabling viewing environment and an audience that relies on TV and has strong 
viewing habits. 
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Notes 

 
1 Based on the question (translated from Dutch): “In a moment, I will name some 
issues. Could you indicate for each issue whether you are strongly, fairly, or little 
interested? Politics: Could you indicate how much you are interested in that?”  
2 Education was measured by six categories according to the Dutch educational 
system. 
3 For 1988 to 1998, newspaper use was measured by the number of days per week 
that respondents reported to read a newspaper. For 2000 to 2010, an additive-
index score was calculated consisting of items of the days per week that different 
national and regional newspapers were read. 
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Appendix 
 
Table  4.A1:  Changes  of  Expected  News‐Viewing Minutes  [and  95%  Confidence  Intervals]  for 
Predictor Changes from ½ Standard Deviation below to ½ Standard Deviation above the Mean 

   1988  1990  1992  1994  1996  1998 

Age   7.7  7.1  12.5  13.2  14.3  14.8 
  [3.3; 1.2]  [4.9; 9.5]  [9.6; 15.1]  [10.9; 15.5]  [12.0; 16.5]  [12.8; 16.9] 

Gender         ‐3.2    ‐2.0 
  (male)        [‐5.1; ‐1.3]    [‐3.7; ‐0.4] 

Education     2.5  3.2  2.5     
    [0.5; 4.6]  [0.7; 5.7]  [0.1; 5.0]     

Newspaper              
             

Political       3.6  2.5  3.0  5.2 
  interest      [1.3; 6.1]  [0.3; 4.3]  [1.1; 4.8]  [3.4; 7.0] 

Switching  ‐21.5  ‐17.8  ‐16.1  ‐15.6  ‐21.3  ‐16.1 
  [‐29.6; ‐13.7] [‐20.8; ‐14.6] [‐19.3;‐12.3]  [‐18.6; ‐12.3] [‐24.1;‐18.7] [‐19,0; ‐13,0] 

Appointment   21.2  13.1  15.4  15.8  14.2  16.4 
  viewing  [16.5; 26.1]  [10.8; 15.2]  [12.6; 18.2]  [13.3; 18.3]  [12.0; 16.3]  [14.1; 18.8] 

Availability  25.1  15.6  17.7  17.2  16.0  15.7 
  [18.4; 31.8]  [13.0; 18.4]  [13.6; 22.2]  [14.0; 20.8]  [13.4; 18.4]  [12.8; 18.8] 

Channel   10.2  14.7  11.8  12.7  15.3  13.0 
  repertoire  [3.1; 17.9]  [11.2; 18.1]  [7.8; 15.3]  [9.3; 15.6]  [12.0; 18.7]  [9.6; 16.2] 

Co‐viewers  9.1  5.3  10.2  7.7  8.1  10.4 
  [5.6; 12.7]  [3.5; 7.0]  [7.5; 13.1]  [5.1; 10.2]  [5.7; 10.6]  [7.8; 13.2] 

Lead‐in    3.6  11.1  5.4  4.1  6.2 
    [1.6; 5.4]  [8.3; 13.7]  [2.8; 7.9]  [2.1; 6.2]  [4.1; 8.5] 

Lead‐out            4.2 
            [2.0; 6.2] 

Note:  Based  on  negative‐binomial  regression  models  per  year  (see  Table  4.1),  statistical 
simulation  was  employed  to  calculate  average  changes  of  expected  values  and  associated 
confidence intervals (King, Tomz, & Wittenberg, 2000). Only significant changes are displayed (p 
< .05). 
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(Continued) 
 
 
 
   2000  2002  2004  2006  2008  2010 

Age   17.6  20.0  22.9  31.3  20.7  30.3 
  [15.1; 20.1]  [16.8; 23.3]  [19.3; 26.6]  [28.0; 34.8] [17.1; 24.1]  [25.8; 34.4] 

Gender           ‐3.9   
  (male)          [‐0.7; ‐1.1]   

Education   3.9  7.4  5.0  5.2  6.4  5.0 
  [1.8; 6.1]  [4.5; 10.2]  [2.0; 7.9]  [2.2; 8.3]  [3.4; 9.4]  [1.1; 9.1] 

Newspaper       4.9       
      [1.7; 8.4]       

Political   4.6  8.4  11.1  11.9  7.5  11.5 
  interest  [2.5; 6.8]  [5.5; 11.3]  [7.9; 14.2]  [8.8; 15.1]  [3.9; 10.7]  [7.1; 15.3] 

Switching  ‐12.0  ‐10.1  ‐8.0      ‐9.5 
  [‐15.9; ‐8.4]  [‐14.7; ‐5.4] [‐13.6; ‐20.4]      [‐16.6; ‐2.2] 

Appointment   20.0  25.3  32.8  33.9  29.3  37.2 
  viewing  [17.1; 22.7]  [21.5; 29.1]  [28.4; 37.8]  [29.7; 38.2] [24.7; 33.6]  [31.2; 42.8] 

Availability  14.6  40.7  41.8  33.6  22.2  37.1 
  [11.3; 17.8]  [35.6; 46.3]  [36.7; 46.8]  [28.3; 38.8] [17.3; 27.2]  [30.7; 43.9] 

Channel   13.7  12.1  12.1  11.9  11.2  14.3 
  repertoire  [10.2; 17.4]  [7.1; 17.2]  [6.7; 17.0]  [6.6; 16.8]  [6.4; 16.3]  [8.1; 20.5] 

Co‐viewers  11.0  7.8  11.6  12.6  9.9  10.5 
  [8.6; 13.3]  [4.5; 10.9]  [7.5; 15.8]  [8.8; 16.7]  [4.1; 16.2]  [6.6; 14.4] 

Lead‐in  15.6  20.0  18.6  18.9  20.9  27.5 
  [12.5; 18.8]  [15.6; 24.3]  [13.5; 23.6]  [13.5; 24.2] [15.5; 26.2]  [21.4; 33.8] 

Lead‐out  8.5  8.5  9.6  16.5  14.0  13.9 
  [5.7; 11.5]  [4.6; 12.0]  [4.5; 15.0]  [11.8; 20.8] [94.2; 188.9]  [8.4; 19.5] 
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Abstract 

With increasing viewing alternatives available, TV viewers can not only choose 
more easily to watch or to avoid public-affairs programming. They can also choose 
between a growing diversity of serious and light programs covering news and 
current-affairs. Using electronically recorded people-meter data, this study explores 
information viewing patterns in the Netherlands over the last two decades. The 
historical analysis reveals how viewers have adapted to the growing abundance of 
choice opportunities. As opposed to concerns about a fragmentation of audiences, 
we find that public-affairs viewing has become more divers on the individual level. 
More entertaining information programs do not substitute serious formats but are 
used as an additional source of information. Overall, Dutch viewers are exposed to 
plenty and multifaceted public-affairs information. The personal relevance of TV 
as a medium is one of the main drives behind high levels of exposure. 
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To date, a majority of citizens in many Western countries rely on television as their 
most important source of information about public affairs (Köcher, 2008; Pew 
Research Center for the People & the Press, 2010; Van der Burg, Lauf, & 
Negenborn, 2011). However, major changes of the viewing environment have 
raised concerns about a possible decline of the information function of TV. With 
an abundance of television channels available, viewers can not only choose to 
watch or to avoid public-affairs information more easily, they can also choose 
between a growing diversity of program formats that deal with news and current-
affairs issues. In addition to programs with a clear focus on public affairs, 
information formats that also cover human-interest or celebrity issues have 
become more widespread over the last decades (Baum, 2002; Delli Carpini & 
Williams, 2001; Patterson, 2000). Such soft news or infotainment formats present 
political information in a more entertaining fashion, guided by news values such as 
personalization, prominence, or emotions.  
 Commercialization of the media landscape is regarded as the main drive 
behind the trend toward a more entertaining presentation of political content on 
TV (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). As a consequence of an increasing market-
orientation and competition, news organizations seek to cater to large audiences 
that are assumed to be not that interested in politics (Baum, 2002; Delli Carpini & 
Williams, 2001; Patterson, 2000; Pfetsch, 1996). Quite plausibly, substantial 
differences have been found between media systems that are more market-oriented 
such as in the United States and media systems that are more strongly regulated by 
the state and with a stronger public-service character, such as the ones of the 
Netherlands, Belgium, the United Kingdom, Belgium, Sweden, and Norway 
(Aalberg, van Aelst, & Curran, 2010). While public television has been found to 
maintain a rich news and current-affairs programming, commercial channels 
indeed pay less attention to serious political journalism but more to entertaining 
formats (Curran, Iyengar, Brink Lund, & Salovaara-Moring, 2009; Iyengar & Hahn, 
2009).  
 Soft news and entertaining presentations of political content are often 
perceived as a threat to citizen’s political awareness or knowledge about current 
affairs. More entertaining formats might pull politically uninterested viewers away 
from traditional, serious news formats (Bennett, 2003; Patterson, 2000; Prior, 
2007). But light formats have also been regarded as an opportunity to reach 
politically uninterested viewers that would otherwise not be exposed to political 
information at all (Baum & Jamison, 2006; Zaller, 2003). However, there seem to 
be mixed effects of watching political entertainment formats on political interest, 
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knowledge, trust, or political engagement (Cao, 2010; Moy, Xenos, & Hess, 2005; 
Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010; Tsfati, Tukachinsky, & Peri, 2009). 
 But to begin with, not much is known about the actual exposure to these 
types of programs. The discussion about possible effects of soft news or 
infotainment often presumes that such light information formats are so attractive 
that they substitute serious information programs for many viewers. But who 
actually watches what? Do entertaining information programs indeed substitute 
more serious formats or are different formats watched in a supplementary fashion?  
 So far, no research has been conducted about such actual consumption 
patterns. This study analyzes consumption of public-affairs programs on TV in the 
Netherlands over the last two decades. The analysis is based on Dutch people-
meter data that contain electronically recorded information of individual viewing 
behavior. These data are unique in offering very precise measures of TV exposure 
that are highly consistent over time. Our sample consists of one week of every 
second year from 1988 to 2010. This allows us to observe the transition from a 
low-choice viewing environment with two public-service channels to a high-choice 
one with a mix of various public and commercial channels. With these data we can 
answer the question to what extent an increasing number of TV channels and a 
growing variety of public-affairs programs have changed the information function 
of TV. 
 

Public-Affairs Formats 

Two types of formats of public-affairs TV can be discerned in Western cultures: 
news programs and current-affairs programs (Aalberg et al., 2010). These two can 
be discerned according to their degree of their “openness” as a text (Eco, 1979; 
Leurdijk, 1999). News programs can be considered as “closed,” providing a brief 
overview on a relatively broad range of public-affairs topics. The presentation of 
news items leaves little room for interpretation, and often one leading perspective 
is taken. Current-affairs formats, in contrast, offer more detailed information on a 
smaller selection of issues. Typical forms of presentation are interviews, debates, or 
background coverage. These account for different viewpoints and are more open 
to interpretation by their audience. 
 Over the last decades, programs that present public-affairs information have 
changed tremendously with an increase of soft news or infotainment (Delli Carpini 
& Williams, 2001; Patterson, 2000). Programs can be broadly discerned according 
to their degree of covering public affairs in a more “serious” or more “light” 
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manner (see Baum, 2002; Brants & Neijens, 1998). “Serious” programs have a 
clear focus on politics and major public events. The presentation is often guided by 
ideas of journalistic objectivity and is, thus, characterized by a balanced and neutral 
coverage. Examples are political debates, interviews, or documentaries. “Light” 
formats, in contrast, primarily cover soft news or non-public policy issues such as 
human-interest or celebrity news. Examples are talk shows, comedy shows, and 
daily morning or evening shows. They may cover some political issues or invite 
political guests but have a clear focus on “soft”, non-political stories, such as 
personal dramas, life style, and celebrities. The coverage is guided by news values 
such as personalization, prominence, unexpectedness, negativism, and emotions 
(Esser, 1999; Grabe, Zhou, & Barnett, 2001; Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & 
Beentjes, 2005). The presentational style of these formats is often entertaining or 
sensational with a more cheerful, empathic, or excited atmosphere.  
 To define the broad spectrum of political information formats that viewers 
can choose from, the two dimensions openness vs. closeness and serious vs. light 
can be combined. This yields four types of political information formats (Table 
5.1).  
 
Table 5.1: Typology of Public Affairs Formats with Examples of Dutch Programming 

Content
Format 

Serious Light 

     

News  
(open) 

News (‘serious’)
Examples: NOS Journaal, RTL Nieuws

News (‘light’) 
Examples: Hart van Nederland, 

Editie NL 
     

Background 
(closed) 

Discussion, debate, and other 
‘serious’ current affairs

Examples: Nova, Buitenhof, Netwerk 

Talk shows, morning shows, and 
other ‘light’ current affairs 
Examples: Goede Morgen 

Nederland, De Wereld Draait Door, 
Pauw & Witteman 

     

 
 

Public-Affairs Programming in the Netherlands 

Trends of Dutch TV programming are marked by growth in all domains. The 
number of channels available has steadily increased since the introduction of 
commercial TV in the late 1980s. While Dutch TV still was a public broadcasting 
system with two channels only in 1988, it offered about 35 commercial and public-
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service channels on cable and about 50 and more channels digitally in 2010. Along 
with the number of channels, the number of news and current-affairs programs 
broadcast in the Netherlands has increased over the last two decades (Aalberg et 
al., 2010; Wonneberger, Schoenbach, & van Meurs, in press). Serious and light 
news programs on Dutch TV not only differ in the type and range of issues that 
are covered. Light newscasts have also been found to be considerably more 
sensational compared to their serious counterparts (Hendriks Vettehen et al., 
2005).  
 Those entertaining or sensational forms of presentation have increased. But in 
the meantime, this trend has levelled out, resulting in a co-existence of serious 
informative journalism and more popular, entertaining information programs 
(Brants, Cabri, & Neijens, 2000; Brants & Van Praag, 2006; Kleemans, Van 
Cauwenberge, D'Haenens, & Hendriks Vettehen, 2008). Our first research 
question addresses these trends of Dutch programming regarding the four formats 
of covering public affairs: 
 
 RQ1: How has the amount of broadcasting of different formats of public-

affairs programs changed in the Netherlands from 1988 to 2010?  
 
 

The Response of the Audience 

But how has the audience reacted to the developments described above? Have 
light information programs indeed been used as substitutes for more serious 
formats as it is often feared? Alternatively, different formats may be watched side 
by side by the same viewers. Thus, two extreme ways of dealing with an 
increasingly complex programming could be expected. We call these two patterns 
specialization and diversification. Specialization refers to the segregation of 
information seekers and avoiders, and between soft and hard news aficionados. 
Diversification denotes a growing variety of information formats within individual 
viewing patterns.  
 Specialization describes increasing differences of information viewing patterns 
between viewers or media users in general (Schoenbach & Becker, 1989; 
Tewksbury, 2005). From an individual approach on audience behavior, it is 
assumed that viewers make use of increasing choice opportunities by primarily 
watching programs that match their preferences (e.g., Rubin, 2009). To actually 
watch programs that match one’s interests best, viewers need to actively select 



Chapter 5 110 

them from the alternatives available. Thus, viewers need to be willing to switch 
between channels to specialize in their viewing behavior (Wonneberger, 
Schoenbach, & van Meurs, 2011). Accordingly, serious information formats would 
be primarily watched by politically interested and involved viewers who seek 
information about public-affairs (Ksiazek, Malthouse, & Webster, 2010; Prior, 
2007; Sunstein, 2001). Put to the extreme, specialization could result in a growing 
gap between viewers who regularly follow news and current affairs and those who 
completely tune out from any type of political information. Or: light information 
formats might function as a substitute of serious formats for politically less 
interested viewers since they also cater to viewing motives different from an 
interest in news and current affairs.  
 Diversification of viewing patterns, in contrast, would mean that viewers do 
not focus on programs that match their interests best – or even seek a diverse 
viewing diet. They would, thus, make use of the increasing variety of the programs 
available by watching serious and light information formats in a supplementary 
way. The degree of diversity of patterns of information exposure might depend on 
a number of structural factors that are assumed to enable exposure to specific 
programs (see Webster, 2009). In addition to the viewing options available, viewing 
situations define the structures that influence whether people watch information 
programs (Wonneberger et al., 2011). As a situational aspect, the time that people 
are available watching TV has been regarded as a pivotal premise of exposure also 
to specific programs (Webster & Wakshlag, 1983). In addition, the awareness of 
available programs depends on a viewer’s channel repertoire. Often, viewers only 
rely on a selection of channels to make their program choices (Heeter, 1985; Yuan 
& Webster, 2006). And also co-viewers who are present in a viewing situation 
influence viewing decisions (McDonald, 1986; Webster & Wakshlag, 1982). 
 Because of a strong influence of the viewing situation, viewers might be 
“trapped” by political information programs regardless of their interests and 
viewing preferences (Schoenbach, 2008; Schoenbach & Lauf, 2002, 2004). Indeed, 
viewers who watched the news accidentally have been found repeatedly (Levy, 
1978; Marcinkowski, 2010; Van den Bulck, 2006). Applied to a more diverse offer 
of public-affairs programs, a strong impact of the viewing context on program 
choices may lead to more diverse viewing patterns including a greater variety of 
serious and light information formats. Of course, viewers may also simply seek a 
more diverse viewing diet, welcoming the opportunities that are offered by a 
growing number of viewing alternatives. 

 



How Keeping up Diversifies 111 

Viewing Behavior in the Netherlands 

Levels of news exposure have been surprisingly stable in the Netherlands over the 
last two decades (Aalberg et al., 2010; Wonneberger et al., in press). But how about 
light news programs? So far, very little is known about levels of exposure to those 
news and current-affairs formats. One study found that light news generally ranked 
lowest regarding its levels of exposure and also in its perceived importance and 
reliability as a news source in 2001 (Peeters, 2002). The following research 
questions address possible trends in information viewing behavior: 
 
 RQ2: How has exposure to different formats of public-affairs programs 

changed over time?  
 RQ3: How have the different information formats been combined by 

viewers?  
 RQ4: To what extent have audiences of public-affairs information become 

more specialized or more diversified with an increase of viewing 
alternatives? 

  
 Possible trends of specialization or diversification of exposure to public-
affairs TV are related to the mechanisms of program choice. Results of a Dutch 
study suggest that frequently watching serious news programs is strongly 
supported by factors of the viewing situation such as the time spent watching TV 
at all, co-viewers being present, or watching adjacent programs on the same 
channel. Motivational factors, in contrast, such as interest in politics and the 
preference for news programs were less influential (Wonneberger et al., in press). 
Does the same explanatory pattern apply to watching light and other serious 
information formats?  
 Finally, also sociodemographics have been found to make a difference for 
exposure to serious news programs. Repeatedly it has been found that young 
people turn to the news on TV less often than older ones (Delli Carpini, 2000; 
Mindich, 2005). However, young Dutch people also get most of their news from 
TV (Van Cauwenberge, Beentjes, & d’Haenens, 2011). Since an age difference 
could not be found for exposure to light news programs (Peeters, 2002), news 
exposure of the young might shift to those formats. The better educated typically 
watch less TV in general and also fewer TV news programs (Blödorn & Gerhards, 
2004; Newton, 1999).  
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 RQ5: To what extent have information viewing patterns been related to 
viewer interests, situational aspects of watching TV, and 
sociodemographics?    

 

Data 

The analysis was based on Dutch people-meter data that contain unobtrusively and 
electronically recorded information of individual viewing behavior. Since 1987, the 
national television audience research was conducted by Continu KijkOnderzoek 
(CKO) and since 2002 by Stichting KijkOnderzoek (SKO). Intomart GfK collected the 
audience data. People meters were installed in every participating household of a 
representative national panel. Every time panel members watched TV, they needed 
to register as viewers, using a separate remote control. Then the channels watched 
and the exact moments of switching between channels were electronically 
recorded. The quality of these measures was carefully monitored (see SKO, 2008). 
 The participating households were selected from an establishment survey 
according to their representation of 100 subgroups whose distributions were based 
on the “Golden Standard,” which is a tool of the Market Research Association 
(MarktOnderzoekAssociatie) for representative sampling in the Netherlands, and 
prior to 2007 by the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics and the biennial GfK 
MiniCensus. In addition to the establishment survey, an annual survey was held 
among all panel members providing relevant information for this study such as 
sociodemographics and viewer’s interest in politics (for a more detailed description 
see SKO, 2008). The program offer of the seventeen major Dutch channels is 
analyzed by TV Times, since 2007 MediaXim Nederland, so that watching a channel 
at a particular time could be allocated to a specific program.  
 Our sample was based on one week in March of every second year from 1988 
to 2010. TV viewing during this time of the year was little affected by weather, 
holiday time, or changes of programming schedules. We combined survey-, 
viewing-, and program data from the people-meter system. All panel members of 
the age of thirteen and older were included resulting in a total sample size of n = 
22,379 viewers. For each case, the viewing data of one week on the level of 
individual programs watched was obtained. The panel turnover was about 25 
percent per year. As a result, the data set included 13,028 unique respondents and 
about 42 percent of duplicate cases. Since the results were highly similar to the 
ones obtained from a sample without overlap, all cases were included in the 
analyses.    
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Measures 

 Public-affairs programs. Based on the distinctions of openness vs. 
closeness and serious vs. light forms, we discerned four types of information 
formats: serious news, serious background, light news, and light background 
programs (see Table 5.1). To assign these categories to the program data, 
descriptions of the programs were collected from online program guides and 
online information provided by the channels. In cases of doubt, programs were 
retrieved and watched by the authors to allocate them to a category. The categories 
constituted ideal formats since the two dimensions could be regarded as 
continuous. However, each program was assigned to the category that matched its 
features best. Programs were included that covered political news and current 
affairs on a local, national, or international level. Public-affairs coverage had to 
include explicit references to political decision making, political actors, or 
important events of public interest (McNair, 2003; Patterson, 2000). References to 
such topics could be direct, such as news coverage or debates on political issues, or 
indirect, such as an indirect reference on political decisions or debates within a 
report about persons concerned.  
 Exposure to public affairs formats. Viewers were regarded as exposed to a 
program if they watched at least five minutes of that program. For every viewer the 
exact minutes of exposure during one week were calculated per program format 
resulting in four measures of the amount of exposure. An equal amount of 
exposure could however result from different viewing styles. Did viewers follow 
entire programs or did they turn to a different channel while watching? To discern 
viewers who watched a small number of programs without switching away from 
those who only watched fragments of many different programs, we accounted for 
the viewed proportion per program type. For this, we took the average proportion 
of a program that was watched. Since the formats differed in their length, the 
proportion viewed also enhanced comparability between the formats.  
 Viewer characteristics. Viewer characteristics that were compared were 
sociodemographics, political interest, switching activity, viewer availability, a 
viewer’s channel repertoire, and co-viewing. Sociodemographic characteristics were 
age, gender, and education1. In the annual survey, political interest was measured 
on a three-point scale.2 To determine a viewer’s switching rate, we divided the 
number of changes between channels by the total number of programs that were 
watched. Viewer availability was the number of hours a viewer watched TV during 
one week, excluding the time spent watching public-affairs programming. The 
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channel repertoire was determined by the number of channels a viewer watched 
for at least five minutes during one week. Finally, co-viewing was defined by the 
average number of persons that were present when a viewer watched TV. 

 

Results 

Trends of Dutch Public-Affairs Programming 

To what extent has the programming of informational formats changed during the 
period of our study (RQ1)? Figure 5.1 shows the duration of the four informational 
program types broadcast during one week from 1988 to 2010. The sample period 
was characterized by a strong increase of serious news programs and the 
introduction and moderate increase of light information formats. Thus, although 
the offer has become increasingly diverse, serious news programs still prevailed.  
 In 1988, the public-service NOS Journaal was the only serious news program 
with one main newscast in the evening and about ten shorter bulletins and reruns 
throughout the day. The commercial channel RTL4 introduced a daily news 
program, RTL Nieuws, in 1989. Also RTL4 scheduled several reruns and short 
bulletins throughout the day. In 1999, with SBS Nederland a second commercial 
broadcaster entered the market with Het Nieuws on channels SBS6 and Net5. In the 
more competitive situation, all three news providers increased the frequency of 
their newscasts to over twenty bulletins per day. This might explain the strong 
increase of news programs between 2000 and 2002. In addition, RTL launched a 
special program covering business and economy issues along with general public 
affairs in 2001. Although SBS stopped broadcasting serious news after 2002, the 
total amount of news programming further increased in 2004 and decreased 
thereafter. An additional NOS program Journal op 3 was launched in 2007 with four 
to five bulletins per day. 
 While a light news program was first introduced by public-service Nederland 
3 with “Gewest tot gewest”, this market was taken over by the two commercial 
broadcasters SBS with the “Heart van Nederland” (since 1995) and RTL with “5 in 
het land” (since 1998), later “4 in het land” and “Editie NL.” The increase of light 
background programming could be ascribed to public-service as well as 
commercial channels although public-service programs prevailed. Popular 
examples of this format are “De wereld draait door” (Nederland 3, since 2005) or 
“Goedemorgen Nederland” (Nederland 2, 2002–2010). Serious background 
programming had been exclusively provided by public-service broadcasters  
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Figure 5.1: Amount of Public‐Affairs Formats Broadcast per Year (in Hours)  
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Note: Dutch program data of one week in March per year. 

 

throughout the research period. Popular examples were “Buitenhof” on Nederland 
1 since 1997 or “NOVA” on Nederland 2 from 1992 to 2010. 
 

Exposure to Public-Affairs TV 

How have the average levels of exposure to the different program formats 
developed (RQ2)? Parallel to the program offer, serious news programs also 
dominated exposure to information programs. The increase of serious news 
programs broadcast, especially from 2002 on, also resulted in higher levels of 
exposure (Figure 5.2).  
 For exposure to the other information formats, some shifts in the amount of 
attention paid to them could be observed. In 1988, viewers spent about the same 
amount of time watching serious background programs as serious news programs. 
Over time, however, this amount has decreased from over 60 minutes to an 
average of 34 minutes per week in 2010. Exposure to light formats, in contrast, has 
increased over time. Although compared to the other formats, fewer light 
background programs were broadcast in 2010, their exposure level ranked second 
after serious news in that year. As opposed to their broadcast frequency, light news 
had the lowest level of exposure. Thus, the average viewing times imply that 
especially light background viewing might have displaced serious background 
viewing. News exposure, however, was still dominated by serious programs. 
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Figure 5.2: Average Exposure per Program Format per Year 
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Note: Dutch people‐meter data of one week in March per year. 

 

Informational Viewing Patterns 

A cluster analysis of viewer’s diets of information programs over all years explored 
the extent to which different public-affairs formats were watched by the same 
viewers (RQ3). For each of the four information formats, we included the time that 
was spent watching this genre and the average proportion of programs that viewers 
remained watching. While the viewing duration accounted for the quantity of 
exposure per format, the proportion viewed gauged the extent to which viewers 
followed entire programs or switched to different channels during exposure. SPSS 
TwoStep, a hierarchical agglomerative clustering procedure, allowed the inclusion 
of a large number of cases. Outliers that formed clusters of less than five percent 
of the sample were excluded from the cluster solution. The number of clusters was 
determined by the ratio of distance change between the cluster solutions based on 
the Akaike Information Criterion (see Bacher, Wenzig, & Vogler, 2004). 
 The analysis revealed five information viewing patterns and a small group of 
outliers (Table 5.2). The viewing patterns could be discerned according to their 
overall amount of information viewing as well as the combination of specific 
formats that were watched.3 
 Information avoiders. About 15 percent of the viewers were characterized 
by very low levels of exposure to information programs. All four formats were 
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watched for less than five minutes per week on average. Also the viewed 
proportions of programs of all formats were very low, with less than ten percent. 
 Serious news viewers. This group which comprised about 21 percent of the 
sample spent about 50 minutes per week on serious news programs. The other 
program formats were not relevant for this viewing pattern.  
 Serious information viewers. About 19 percent of the viewers showed a 
clear focus on the serious formats. They spent more than one hour per week on 
serious news and serious background programs. 
  
 
Table 5.2: Typology of Information Viewers: Cluster Solution of Duration and Proportion of 
Exposure to News and Current‐Affairs Formats 

#  Cluster description 

  Serious news  Light news 
Serious 

background 
Light  

background 

     %  Duration Prop. Duration Prop. Duration Prop. Duration  Prop. 

                     

1  Information avoiders  15.2 1.42  0.03 3.48  0.11 4.39  0.09 3.57  0.06 

      (6.45)  (0.08) (9.41)  (0.26) (12.40)  (0.22) (11.30)  (0.16) 

                     

2  Serious news  20.8 48.71  0.74 0.78  0.03 2.69  0.05 2.73  0.04 

  viewers    (44.76) (0.17) (2.84)  (0.09) (6.49)  (0.11) (8.32)  (0.10) 

                     

3  Serious information   19.0 85.05  0.77 1.38  0.04 70.93  0.71 2.72  0.04 

  viewers    (66.67) (0.14) (4.98)  (0.13) (59.57)  (0.19) (7.20)  (0.09) 

                     

4  Serious news & mixed 21.4 117.57  0.76 5.19  0.14 78.81  0.55 87.57  0.71 

  background viewers    (89.78) (0.15) (11.84) (0.26) (84.43)  (0.31) (77.83)  (0.19) 

                     

5  All‐rounders  22.3 110.57  0.77 50.32  0.81 26.12  0.30 27.24  0.26 

      (89.89) (0.17) (38.42) (0.16) (39.10)  (0.32) (44.13)  (0.31) 

                     

  Outliers  1.3  430.84  0.82 78.73  0.63 225.37  0.65 268.18  0.68 

      (259.84) (0.09) (84.44) (0.37) (190.38) (0.28) (185.71)  (0.22) 

                      

Total  100.0 82.03  0.65 14.33  0.25 40.39  0.35 29.98  0.24 
       (94.76) (0.30) (30.38) (0.37) (67.37)  (0.35) (64.01)  (0.33) 

Note: Means  (and  standard  deviations)  resulting  from  SPSS  TwoStep  Cluster with  Euclidean 
distance measure, controlling for outliers of ≤ 5%. Ratio of distance change: 2.637; n = 22,379. 
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 Serious news and mixed background viewers. About 21 percent of the 
sample had a focus on serious news with about two hours of exposure per week. 
In addition, these viewers also spent about one and a half hours per week on the 
two background formats. However, they followed light background programs less 
often entirely compared to serious background programs.  
 All-rounders. A group comprising about 22 percent of the sample was 
exposed to all four formats. With an average of 110 minutes per week, most of 
their time of information viewing was devoted to serious news. Less than one hour 
was spent on light news. Typically, all-rounders would watch fractions of 
background programs adding up to about half an hour for each background 
format. 
 Finally, about one percent of the sample has been identified as outliers. This 
group showed the highest amount of information exposure for all formats. 
 Regarding RQ3, we concluded that viewers showed a considerable overlap 
between the four information formats, with a preference for serious news 
programs, however. Exceptions from this pattern were avoiders who watched no 
public-affairs information and serious news viewers who focused on this one 
format. Light news programs were the least important, except for the group of all-
rounders. Surprisingly, no viewing pattern that exclusively contained light 
information formats could be found. 

 

Specialization or Diversification? 

How has exposure to different information formats changed over the last two 
decades (RQ4)? To interpret changes of information viewing patterns over time as 
specialization or diversification, the distributions of the five informational viewing 
patterns were compared over time. Specialization would occur if the share of 
viewing patterns with a focus on either light or serious information formats had 
increased. The trend would point to diversification if viewers would increasingly 
watch light as well as serious formats. Most changes of the proportions of the 
viewing patterns, however, did not follow clear linear trends. While some changes 
could be related to changes of the programs available, others were contrary to the 
developments of programming (Figure 5.3). 
 In spite of more serious news programs available, the size of the two groups 
with a focus on serious information formats – serious news viewers and serious 
information viewers – gradually diminished over the last two decades. Especially 
serious information viewers have regressed from about 48 percent in the early 
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years to about 7 percent in 2010. They have become the smallest group of the five 
clusters over time. 
 Naturally, the two viewing patterns that included light information formats 
appeared more frequently over time. With about 30 percent each, serious news and 
mixed background viewers as well as all-rounders comprised the majority of the 
viewers in 2010. The proportion of serious news and mixed background viewers 
increased after 1992 when more background programs were introduced, followed 
by a decrease after 1998. After 2004 the level has increased again and has almost 
doubled until 2010 even though the number of available background programs has 
dropped after 2008. Similarly, more viewers could be attributed to all-rounders 
when more light news programs were available after 1996. This increase even 
continued when the actual number of light news available dropped after 2002. 
Surprisingly, the proportion of this pattern decreased after 2006 when more light 
news became available again.  
 With more viewing alternatives available after 1988, the share of information 
avoiders considerably increased from 11 to over 17 percent. But after 2000, this 
number decreased again to about 13 percent in 2010.  
 
 
Figure 5.3: Relative Frequencies of Information Viewer Types over Time 

 

Note: See Table 5.2 for description of viewer types. 
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 So, regarding RQ4, we concluded that the increase of viewing alternatives was 
accompanied by a diversification of information viewing in the Netherlands. 
Overall, viewers have spent more time watching both serious and light formats of 
information programs. Fewer viewers have focused on serious formats over time. 
But at the same time, no distinct viewing pattern with a focus on light formats has 
developed. Also information avoidance has not increased permanently. 

 

Determinants of Information Viewing Patterns 

To explain patterns of information viewing (RQ5), we compared means and 
standard deviations of the viewer characteristics for each viewing cluster (Table 
5.3). To control for interrelationships between the attributes, we tested their 
influence on the different viewing patterns with multinomial logistic regressions. 
Five separate models with each cluster as a reference category were estimated. Due 
to the small group size, outliers were excluded from this analysis. The coefficients 
were interpreted as changes in the likelihood that a viewer belonged to that viewing 
cluster instead of falling in the reference cluster (Table 5.A1).4 

   

Table 5.3: Characteristics of Information Viewer Types: Means (and Standard Deviations) 

Cluster   Age 
Gender 

(male in %)
Education

Interest in 
politics 

Switching 
rate 

Viewer 
availability

Channel 
repertoire 

Co‐ 
viewing 

   32.15  49.3  4.39  1.47  0.85  10.04  7.31  1.13 1 

   (14.90)  (50.0)  (1.63)  (0.65)  (0.15)  (9.16)  (4.83)  (0.84) 

   38.33  50.1  4.21  1.57  0.79  16.19  8.97  1.03 2 

   (15.79)  (50.0)  (1.76)  (0.69)  (0.16)  (12.25)  (4.65)  (0.75) 

   46.87  51.6  4.06  1.85  0.72  19.72  8.68  0.91 3 

   (16.33)  (50.0)  (1.81)  (0.75)  (0.18)  (12.21)  (4.73)  (0.68) 

   50.48  46.3  4.40  1.96  0.74  26.43  10.44  1.04 4 

   (16.45)  (49.9)  (1.80)  (0.74)  (0.16)  (14.98)  (4.99)  (0.67) 

   47.02  44.4  4.15  1.60  0.76  29.89  12.12  1.33 5 

   (15.71)  (49.7)  (1.64)  (0.69)  (0.14)  (15.77)  (4.43)  (0.63) 

43.86  48.1  4.24  1.70  0.77  21.69  9.71  1.09 
Total 

(17.20)  (50.0)  (1.74)  (0.73)  (0.17)  (15.63)  (4.99)  (0.72) 

 

 The findings suggest that information avoiders clearly differed from the other 
groups in a number of aspects. This was the youngest group, with the lowest 
political interest, and the highest switching rate. Avoiders spent less time watching 
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TV than other viewers and used fewer channels when they watched. Although 
their average level of education was relatively high, the regressions showed that 
education did not lead to information avoidance. On the contrary, all other 
predictors being equal, higher education increased the likelihood to belong to one 
of the other four groups.  
 The other clusters successively included more information formats – from 
serious news viewing only to all-rounders making use of all four formats. This 
coincided with an increase of age, political interest, viewer availability, and channel 
repertoire over these four patterns. Viewers of these groups also switched relatively 
less often between channels compared to information avoiders. 
 Serious news and mixed background viewers had the strongest interest in 
politics and also the highest level of education. Serious information viewers, in 
contrast, were highly interested in politics but had the lowest average level of 
education. They watched TV alone more often than other viewers. All-rounders 
had the highest number of co-viewers. All-rounders – but also serious news and 
mixed background viewers – were more often women than men while gender was 
relatively balanced for the first three clusters.  
 Regarding RQ5, we concluded that information viewing patterns were 
determined by viewers’ interest and viewing situations as well as by other 
sociodemographics. Especially information avoiders differed from other viewer 
groups in most characteristics. Watching more different information formats was 
related to watching more TV in general, using more channels but switching less 
often between them. Also political interest had a positive influence on the diversity 
of serious and light formats used. Exposure to all formats clearly increased with 
age. Education especially enhanced serious information viewing. Women 
incorporated slightly more light formats in their viewing patterns than men. 

  

Conclusions and Discussion 

Public-affairs information on TV has gone through severe changes over the last 
two decades. Negative effects of soft news, infotainment, entertainization, 
popularization or sensationalism have been feared. However, little is known about 
their actual consumption: How have changes of the viewing environment 
influenced viewers in their decisions to watch different news and current affairs 
programs? Based on people-meter data on the individual level, this study analyzed 
information viewing behavior in the Netherlands from 1988 to 2010.  
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 An abundance of choice opportunities, it has been suspected, would lead to a 
fragmentation of audiences of news and current-affairs programs – because 
viewers are assumed to specialize in their program choices. While those who are 
interested in public-affairs find even more programs that match their preference, 
viewers who are not interested can easily avoid any form of public-affairs 
information. What we found, however, is that news is not avoided more often 
because of more variety of viewing alternatives. Instead, viewers have spent more 
time watching a more diverse diet of political information programs. Programs 
with more entertaining elements and in combination with soft news were used in a 
supplementary way and not as a substitute for more serious formats of public-
affairs information. Some viewers even avoided the new light formats completely 
and focused on traditional public-affairs formats. So, light news programs have not 
replaced serious news programs. Viewers have, however, watched more light 
background information at the expense of serious background formats.  
 The diversification of exposure to public-affairs TV developed gradually and 
not as an immediate response to changes in the viewing environment. After a 
period of orientation, viewers seem to have become familiarized with the diversity 
of programs and developed a greater autonomy for choosing how much variety 
they wanted to consume. With more viewing alternatives at the beginning of the 
1990s, exposure to public-affairs TV decreased and more viewers avoided news 
and current-affairs programs. But over time, viewers included the growing offer of 
more entertaining public-affairs programs into their viewing diets. After getting 
used to more diversity, viewers remained more stable, were less influenced by later 
changes of the viewing environment. The strong increase of serious news 
programs after 2000, for instance, was accompanied by higher exposure levels. But 
viewers spent even more time watching the news when actually fewer programs 
were broadcast after 2004. Serious background programming, in contrast, was 
watched less even though its availability had increased after 2002.  
 The general stability of exposure to public-affairs programs suggests that 
public-affairs TV is strongly integrated in viewing routines. Moreover, the political 
information function of TV for an individual viewer is more closely related to the 
relevance that is attached to the medium as such than to interest in politics. 
Information avoiders spent less time watching TV and switched between channels 
more actively. Viewers with the highest levels of information exposure, in contrast, 
also devoted more time to watching TV than all other viewers. Obviously, by 
developing viewing routines, viewers create stable viewing situations. This can be 
watching at specific times, in the same social setting, and turning to the same 
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channels. News viewing, in particular, has been found to be influenced by such 
situational factors, namely by the time spent watching TV at all, preferring specific 
channels, or watching together with co-viewers (Wonneberger et al., 2011, in 
press). But a stable context, of course, also enables recurring exposure to the same 
constellation of different public-affairs programs. 
 Plausibly, personal interests in specific TV content also have an impact on 
how viewers allocate their viewing time. Generally, viewers interested in politics 
made use of serious as well as light information formats. Information avoiders, in 
contrast, were on average the least interested in politics. However, the group of 
avoiders did not increase over time, although it became easier for them to skip 
news. Thus, even in a high choice environment, politically less involved viewers 
could be reached by public affairs TV.  
 What could be the reasons for the surprisingly low degree of audience 
specialization that our analysis revealed? The continuous relevance of serious 
information formats within the viewing diets of Dutch viewers may be due to the 
still very strong position of public-service TV. Traditionally, news and current-
affairs formats on Dutch TV have been provided by public-service broadcasters, 
and public broadcasting is perceived as reliable by many viewers (Peeters, 2002). 
The long tradition of many news and current affairs programs and their routine 
schedules could have cultivated and strengthened viewing habits, too. Another 
reason why public-TV news programs still have the highest levels of exposure 
might be that these programs have kept pace with the competing light formats, 
without losing their seriousness, though. 
 Light information programs together with the increase of the number of 
channels available have often been considered as a threat for the political 
information function of TV. Concerns about possible negative effects of light 
public-affairs TV on political knowledge or participation are based on the 
assumption that viewers increasingly turn to these formats instead of watching 
their serious counterparts. For the Netherlands with its dual broadcasting system 
this fear cannot be confirmed. Serious public-affairs programming still reaches the 
majority of TV viewers. For most viewers traditional news formats with a strong 
focus on public-affairs information are most relevant in their information diets. 
Light formats are used as an additional source of information. Therewith, TV still 
plays a crucial role in providing information on current political issues and events. 
 There is one exception, though, to the overall bright picture: Often it has 
been found that especially the young more and more tune out from the news. We 
too find that exposure to all kinds of information formats increased with age, and 
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information avoiders are mainly young. Due to a falling birth-rate in the 
Netherlands, the proportion of older viewers has increased over time. So, even 
though the amount of avoiders remained the same, fewer young viewers in the 
sample are actually responsible for stable levels of information avoidance. This 
points not only to age differences, but to generational ones. Young people of today 
consume less public-affairs information on TV than they did twenty years ago. 
Even more entertaining formats do not seem attractive enough for this group. 
Since the TV still is the most important news medium for young Dutch people, 
their decreasing attention to public-affairs TV is a reason to worry. Future research 
should study information use of the young more extensively. 
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Appendix 

Table  5.A1:  Multinomial  Logistic  Regression Models  of  Viewer  Characteristics  and  Viewing‐
Related Factors on Information Viewing Patterns 

Cluster    Reference Cluster   
    1  2  3  4  5 

   Predictor  Exp(B)  Exp(B)  Exp(B)  Exp(B)  Exp(B) 
    (95% CI)  (95% CI)  (95% CI)  (95% CI)  (95% CI) 

1  Age  
 

0.98
(0.97;0.98) 

0.95
(0.95;0.96)

0.94
(0.94;0.94)

0.95 
(0.95;0.95) 

  Gender (male) 
 

0.95
(0.86;1.04) 

0.90
(0.81;1.00)

1.27
(1.14;1.41)

1.22 
(1.10;1.36) 

  Education 
 

0.98
(0.96;1.02) 

0.95
(0.92;0.99)

0.82
(0.80;0.85)

0.90 
(0.87;0.93) 

  Political interest 
 

0.81
(0.75;0.88) 

0.51
(0.47;0.55)

0.42
(0.39;0.46)

0.76 
(0.70;0.82) 

  Switching 
 

36.43
(24.89;53.32)

347.01
(230.69;521.97)

328.77
(214.60;503.69)

508.29 
(327.88;787.97) 

  Availability  
 

0.95
(0.94;0.96) 

0.93
(0.92;0.94)

0.90
(0.90;0.91)

0.90 
(0.89;0.91) 

  Channel repertoire 
 

0.93
(0.92;0.95) 

0.93
(0.91;0.95)

0.89
(0.88;0.91)

0.84 
(0.82;0.85) 

  Co‐viewing 
 

1.17
(1.10;1.25) 

1.43
(1.33;1.54)

1.13
(1.05;1.22)

0.59 
(0.55;0.63) 

2  Age   1.02
(1.02;1.03)

 
0.97

(0.97;0.98)
0.96

(0.96;0.96)
0.97 

(0.97;0.97) 
  Gender (male)   1.06

(0.96;1.16)
 

0.95
(0.87;1.04)

1.34
(1.22;1.47)

1.29 
(1.18;1.42) 

  Education  1.02
(0.99;1.05)

 
0.97

(0.94;1.00)
0.84

(0.81;0.86)
0.91 

(0.89;0.94) 
  Political interest  1.23

(1.14;1.33)
 

0.63
(0.59;0.67)

0.52
(0.49;0.56)

0.93 
(0.87;1.00) 

  Switching  0.03
(0.02;0.04)

 
9.53

(6.90;13.15)
9.02

(6.42;12.69)
13.95 

(9.78;19.91) 
  Availability   1.05

(1.04;1.06)
 

0.98
(0.97;0.98)

0.95
(0.95;0.95)

0.95 
(0.94;0.95) 

  Channel repertoire  1.07
(1.06;1.09)

 
1.00

(0.98;1.01)
0.96

(0.94;0.97)
0.90 

(0.88;0.91) 
  Co‐viewing  0.85

(0.80;0.91)
 

1.22
(1.14;1.30)

0.97
(0.90;1.03)

0.50 
(0.47;0.53) 

3  Age   1.05
(1.05;1.05)

1.03
(1.02;1.03) 

 
0.99

(0.98;0.99)
1.00 

(0.99;1.00) 
  Gender (male)   1.11

(1.00;1.23)
1.05

(0.96;1.15) 
 

1.41
(1.29;1.54)

1.36 
(1.24;1.49) 

  Education  1.05
(1.01;1.08)

1.03
(1.00;1.06) 

 
0.86

(0.84;0.89)
0.94 

(0.92;0.97) 
  Political interest  1.96

(1.81;2.13)
1.60

(1.49;1.70) 
 

0.83
(0.78;0.89)

1.49 
(1.39;1.59) 

  Switching  0.00
(0.00;0.00)

0.10
(0.08;0.14) 

 
0.95

(0.69;1.30)
1.46 

(1.04;2.06) 
  Availability   1.07

(1.07;1.08)
1.02

(1.02;1.03) 
 

0.97
(0.97;0.98)

0.97 
(0.96;0.97) 

  Channel repertoire  1.08
(1.06;1.09)

1.00
(0.99;1.02) 

 
0.96

(0.95;0.97)
0.90 

(0.89;0.91) 
  Co‐viewing  0.70

(0.65;0.75)
0.82

(0.77;0.87) 
 

0.79
(0.74;0.84)

0.41 
(0.38;0.44) 

    (Continued)
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(Continued) 
 

   
           

Cluster  Reference Cluster 
    1  2  3  4  5 

  Predictor  Exp(B) Exp(B) Exp(B) Predictor Exp(B) 
    (95% CI)  (95% CI)  (95% CI)  (95% CI)  (95% CI) 

4  Age   1.06
(1.06;1.07)

1.04
(1.04;1.04)

1.01
(1.01;1.02)

 
1.01 

(1.01;1.01) 
  Gender (male)   0.79

(0.71;0.88)
0.75

(0.68;0.82)
0.71

(0.65;0.78)
 

0.96 
(0.88;1.05) 

  Education  1.21
(1.17;1.25)

1.19
(1.16;1.23)

1.16
(1.13;1.19)

 
1.09 

(1.06;1.12) 
  Political interest  2.36

(2.17;2.56)
1.92

(1.79;2.05)
1.20

(1.13;1.28)
 

1.78 
(1.68;1.90) 

  Switching  0.00
(0.00;0.00)

0.11
(0.08;0.16)

1.06
(0.77;1.45)

 
1.55 

(1.11;2.16) 
  Availability   1.11

(1.10;1.12)
1.05

(1.05;1.06)
1.03

(1.03;1.03)
 

1.00 
(0.99;1.00) 

  Channel repertoire  1.12
(1.10;1.14)

1.04
(1.03;1.06)

1.04
(1.03;1.06)

 
0.94 

(0.92;0.95) 
  Co‐viewing  0.88

(0.82;0.95)
1.04

(0.97;1.11)
1.26

(1.18;1.35)
 

0.52 
(0.49;0.55) 

5  Age   1.05
(1.05;1.06)

1.03
(1.03;1.03)

1.00
(1.00;1.01)

0.99
(0.99;0.99)

 

  Gender (male)   0.82
(0.73;0.91)

0.77
(0.71;0.85)

0.74
(0.67;0.81)

1.04
(0.95;1.13)

 

  Education  1.11
(1.07;1.15)

1.09
(1.06;1.12)

1.06
(1.03;1.09)

0.92
(0.89;0.94)

 

  Political interest  1.32
(1.21;1.44)

1.07
(1.00;1.15)

0.67
(0.63;0.72)

0.56
(0.53;0.60)

 

  Switching  0.00
(0.00;0.00)

0.07
(0.05;0.10)

0.68
(0.49;0.96)

0.65
(0.46;0.90)

 

  Availability   1.11
(1.10;1.12)

1.06
(1.05;1.06)

1.03
(1.03;1.04)

1.00
(1.00;1.01)

 

  Channel repertoire  1.20
(1.18;1.22)

1.12
(1.10;1.13)

1.11
(1.10;1.13)

1.07
(1.06;1.08)

 

  Co‐viewing  1.71
(1.59;1.83)

2.00
(1.88;2.13)

2.44
(2.29;2.61)

1.93
(1.82;2.06)

 

Note: Exp(B) – exponentiated multinomial  logistic regression coefficients  indicating the change 
in relative probability of a viewing cluster (see Table 5.2) compared to the reference cluster for 
one unit change in the predictor (increase for Exp(B) < 1 and decrease for Exp(B) > 1).  
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Notes 

 
1  Education comprised six categories that comply with the Dutch educational 
system. 
2 Question wording translated from Dutch: “The following questions concern your 
interest for different issues. In a moment, I will name some issues. Could you 
indicate for each issue whether you are strongly, fairly, or little interested? Politics: 
Could you indicate how much you are interested in that?” This scale has been 
reversed, so that “1” was low, “2” medium, and “3” strong political interest. 
3 We repeated the analysis with a subset of the sample with no overlap between 
respondents and years. For panel members who participated over several years, 
only the data of the first year was included. This yielded exactly the same cluster 
solution with minor differences in the means and standard deviations of the 
compositional variables. 
4 Again, the analysis was compared to the subsample without overlap of 
respondents. No substantial differences in the results could be identified.  



 



 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

 
Previous research, but also media observers have pointed out that the information 
function of TV for society might be at stake. With the proliferation of many new 
TV channels in the past three decades, it cannot be taken for granted anymore that 
public-affairs programming reaches the majority of citizens. More and more TV 
content to choose from makes it easy to even avoid news programs completely 
(Ksiazek, Malthouse, & Webster, 2010; Prior, 2007; Van den Bulck, 2006). 
Moreover, soft news or infotainment formats allow viewers to become informed 
somehow – but arguably provide less comprehensive, contextualized, and relevant 
information (Baum, 2002; Delli Carpini & Williams, 2001; Patterson, 2000).  
 Overall, these trends have been regarded as consequences of 
commercialization (Baum, 2002; Delli Carpini & Williams, 2001; Patterson, 2000; 
Pfetsch, 1996). It is feared to have resulted in a growing competition between 
broadcasters and theirs news offerings. If this is true, substantial differences can be 
expected between media systems that are more liberal and market-oriented, such as 
the U.S. one, and media systems with a stronger public service broadcasting, to be 
found in many European countries (Aalberg, van Aelst, & Curran, 2010; Curran, 
Iyengar, Brink Lund, & Salovaara-Moring, 2009).  
 The democratic corporatist media system of the Netherlands is typical for 
countries of North-Western Europe (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Characteristic for 
their TV landscape is a mix of public-service and commercial channels. During the 
last two decades, the Dutch national TV market has become more competitive. 
Also, the volume of public-affairs programming, in general, has increased in the 
Netherlands, and more light information formats are now available (Aalberg et al., 
2010; Brants & van Praag, 2006; Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & Beentjes, 2005). 
But different from, for instance, the U.S., public-service broadcasting has remained 
the main provider of public-affairs information. To what extent has this transition 
influenced the consumption of public-affairs programming?  
 The main goal of this dissertation was to study how TV has been used as a 
public-affairs medium in the changing viewing environment of the Netherlands. 
Have viewers turned away from public-affairs TV, just because they can? Have 
viewers, generally, become more selective in their program choices? The studies 
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presented here examined patterns and conditions of exposure to news and current-
affairs programs in the Netherlands over the last two decades. In this concluding 
section, I summarize the results of the individual chapters and present major 
conclusions and implications. Finally, I discuss the limitations of my research and 
their implications for future studies. 
 

Research Findings 

Chapter one presented a process model of sequential TV viewing behavior. 
Viewing sessions were described as subsequent viewing activities: beginning to 
watch, evaluating a program and deciding whether to view this program or not, 
and perhaps switching to another channel. Evaluation, choice making, and possibly 
channel changing are repeated until the viewing session is terminated. Based on 
different theoretical approaches, the viewing process is regarded as influenced by 
individual factors, the social environment, the program structure, and other 
contextual factors. Moreover, these factors are assumed to be interrelated. This 
model served as a framework for the following studies on actual exposure to 
public-affairs TV in the Netherlands. Specifically, two major premises were applied 
to the analysis of exposure to public-affairs TV. First, it was regarded as embedded 
in entire viewing sessions. This was reflected by taking the proportion of exposure 
to public-affairs programs into account, as well as ways of selectivity. 
Characteristics of the respective viewing session were also considered to explain 
news exposure: the time people spend watching TV, a viewer’s channel repertoire, 
and the influence of exposure to adjacent programs. Second, my analyses included 
a range of individual and social factors to explain exposure to public-affairs 
programming. Finally, a longitudinal approach took changes of television 
programming, and of other contextual factors, into account. 
 Chapter two evaluated the different manners of measuring exposure to news 
programs with people-meter data. Three separate dimensions of watching the news 
could be discerned. The first was the sheer amount of exposure. Although one’s 
viewing duration gauged the amount of exposure most precisely, the number of 
programs watched, or the number of days with news consumption per week 
revealed similar relationships to other relevant viewer characteristics. The share of 
news viewing of a viewer’s overall viewing time formed the second dimension. It 
measured to what extent watching the news was the main activity or embedded in 
longer viewing sequences. The third dimension comprised measures of 
approaching news programs. News selection measured the extent to which viewers 
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selected news programs by deliberately switching to a channel where news is on. 
Appointment viewing was a special case of program selection. It meant starting a 
viewing session by watching news programs. In contrast, dropping out measured if 
viewers changed channels – away from the news. Although these selectivity 
measures loaded on one factor, they were inconsistent in their relationships to 
viewer characteristics often shown as related to news consumption, such as 
political interest and news preference. In sum, the viewing share and selectivity 
measures yielded additional information for specific questions, for instance, on the 
relevance of news programs within viewing diets. But we found that even in a 
high-choice viewing environment amount measures were most powerful and 
consistent as measures of news exposure.  
 The study in chapter three was the first attempt to empirically integrate 
motivational and situational factors on the viewer level to explain news viewing 
behavior. Specifically, interest in news and in politics and selectivity towards news 
were contrasted with aspects of the viewing situation such as a viewer’s availability 
to watch TV at all, the presence of co-viewers, and exposure to adjacent programs 
on the same channel. Overall, we found that situational factors had a stronger 
impact on the amount of news exposure than the most plausible motivational ones 
that we could investigate. Viewers spent more time with news programs when they 
watched more TV at all, when co-viewers were present, and when they watched 
the same channel prior to a newscast. We also found that interest in news and 
politics influenced the impact of the viewing context. Availability, for instance, had 
a stronger effect on interested viewers. By contrast, viewers less interested in 
politics were more strongly influenced by lead-out effects (staying with the news in 
order to not miss the following program on the same channel) and viewing 
together with other people. 
 Chapter four extended this study by a historical dimension. It was a 
longitudinal analysis of news viewing behavior in the Netherlands, 1988–2010. 
Surprisingly, the Dutch have watched more news during the last two decades. 
Consistently, only about ten percent avoided watching the news completely. 
Throughout the research period, the viewing context proved to be more influential 
compared to the impact of the viewing motivations that our data contained. With 
more viewing alternatives available over time, especially the amount of time that 
viewers spent watching TV at all, starting to watch TV with a newscast, and 
watching programs prior to newscasts on the same channel have become 
increasingly relevant for explaining why people watch the news. In other words, 
news viewing habits became stronger in more complex choice situations. But also, 
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age had an increasing impact. The generally high importance of television as a 
news source in a high-choice viewing environment was less the case for younger 
viewers.  
 A second longitudinal study, chapter five, expanded the range of public-affairs 
programming in the analysis. This analysis showed how viewers have adapted to 
the growing abundance of serious and light news and current-affairs programs. As 
opposite to the assumption that viewers use more light and entertaining programs, 
substituting serious public-affairs programs, we found a diversification of 
information viewing patterns. Serious news programs still prevailed for most 
viewers, but were combined with light formats. Within this combination, a greater 
relevance of TV as a medium was associated with exposure to more and more 
diverse public-affairs programs. But also, older viewers and those who were 
interested in politics generally watched more information programs. 
  

Summary 

Three major trends of exposure to public-affairs TV in the Netherlands can be 
extracted from the studies presented here: 
I  Exposure to public-affairs TV has increased. Instead of escaping to 
entertainment, we found that Dutch viewers have spent more time watching 
public-affairs programming throughout the last two decades.  
II  Information viewing has diversified. Dutch viewers have watched a more 
diverse range of public-affairs programs. Over time, viewing patterns combining 
“serious” and “light” public-affairs programs have evolved. However, virtually 
nobody used the more entertaining information programs in the Dutch TV offer 
exclusively. Moreover, those viewers who did watch light programs still spent more 
time watching serious newscasts. So, as opposed to a fear of fragmentation or 
specialization of audiences, more entertaining or light programs have not replaced 
serious programs with their focus on politics and current-affairs. Even those 
viewers who were less interested in politics made use of the growing diversity of 
public-affairs programming by watching a greater variety of information programs. 
III The young are “tuning out.” Our results indicate that the overall positive 
trends of exposure to public-affairs TV do not apply to young viewers to the same 
extent as to older viewers. Generally, young people have used fewer news and 
current-affairs programs than older viewers. Over time, this difference has 
increased. Younger viewers have not made use of the greater variety of public-
affairs programs to the same extent as older viewers and have even avoided any 
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type of public-affairs information more often. Also, more entertaining program 
formats have not stopped this development. 
 For the Netherlands, thus, none of the two scenarios developed by previous 
research seems to be true: One is that soft news and infotainment formats attract 
politically uninterested viewers that would otherwise not be exposed to political 
information (Baum & Jamison, 2006; Zaller, 2003). The other assumes that 
entertaining formats pull politically uninterested viewers away from the more 
traditional, serious formats (Bennett, 2003; Patterson, 2000; Prior, 2007). 
Increasing exposure to public-affairs TV seems to be highly specific for the Dutch 
context. A decline of TV news consumption has been found, for instance, in the 
U.S., but also in European countries such as the U.K., Norway, and Sweden 
(Aalberg et al., 2010; Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Pew, 2010). The Netherlands 
have been characterized as a highly developed “political communication culture” 
with higher levels of exposure to political information compared to the European 
average (Tenscher, 2008). The increase of exposure to public-affairs TV again 
emphasizes the Dutch case as an exceptional one. 
 Explanations for the three major trends can be found in the factors and 
mechanisms that I detected as influencing exposure to public-affairs programming. 
The strong importance of public-affairs TV in the Netherlands is obviously a result 
both of the specific viewing environment and of the characteristics of audience 
behavior. In the Dutch context, both sides seem to co-create a favorable 
precondition for high levels of exposure to public-affairs TV. 
 Our studies have repeatedly shown that exposure to news and current-affairs 
programs has been more strongly influenced by aspects of the viewing situation 
than by the most plausible viewing motivations – at least those which have become 
common knowledge in news audience research. The more time people spend 
watching TV at all, and the better they integrate TV viewing into their daily lives, 
the more important television also becomes as a source of public-affairs 
information. Being strongly interested in politics and in news and current-affairs 
programs is only of secondary importance for the volume and variety of a viewer’s 
information diet. It may be important for news in other media, but for news on 
TV it is not. Overall, the relevance of TV has increased over the last two decades 
with average viewing time of 133 minutes per day in 1988 and 191 minutes in 2010 
– and, with it, the amount of time spent on public-affairs programs.  
 Our results seem to confirm that watching TV is mainly a low-involvement 
activity (e.g., Comstock & Scharrer, 1999), but not necessarily a passive one. 
Instead, watching TV is highly habitual (Koch, 2010). Viewers actively develop 
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recurring and stable viewing situations to make life easier. Viewing habits reduce 
the cognitive effort of viewing choices. Instead of having to scan all the available 
viewing options and consider what to choose, the presence of key stimuli triggers 
the activation of learned viewing patterns. Gathering in front of the TV set with 
other family members at 8 p.m. to start leisure time by watching the news could be 
such a habit. Or, a good experience with a particular channel might result in a 
strong loyalty toward this channel, including its news programming. 
 Viewing habits, of course, are also determined by the TV programming that is 
offered. It defines the audience’s choice. This is where the specific environment of 
Dutch public-affairs TV comes into play. In particular, the long-standing 
reputation of public broadcasting for its national public-affairs programming 
seems to be relevant here (Peeters, 2002). Flagship programs such as the Journaal, 
launched in 1956, or the talk program Buitenhof and its predecessor Het Capitool 
that started in 1981 have made the audience accustomed to specific genre rules and 
program schedules. And even the changes that public broadcasting has undergone 
may have even strengthened the bond between them and the news audience. Yes, 
public broadcasting now covers more soft news issues and adapted its presentation 
to a more modern appealing style – but slowly and carefully. In doing so, serious 
programs seem to have kept pace with competing light programs and prevented a 
massive migration of their audiences. 
 Of course, the amount of programs and scheduling strategies are also of 
importance for the extent of news watching. For instance, an increasing number of 
short news bulletins that are scattered throughout the day, as well as simultaneous 
broadcasting of news on commercial and public-service channels during daytime, 
have made accidental exposure to news programs more likely. Even viewers who 
were initially not interested in watching news might be “trapped” by such 
programming strategies and watch programs that do not exactly match their 
interests (Schoenbach, 2008; Schoenbach & Lauf, 2002, 2004).  
 So, the Dutch viewing environment facilitates exposure to public-affairs TV 
as a side-effect of watching TV. But this does not lure younger viewers to watch 
news to the same extent as the older ones. First, TV plays a less relevant role in 
everyday life of the young. Second, younger viewers rely less on public 
broadcasting but allocate more of their viewing time to commercial channels 
(SKO, 2011). Thus, the likelihood for younger viewers to encounter public-affairs 
TV accidentally has decreased. This development could be reinforced by less 
interest in public affairs among young people (Delli Carpini, 2000). Declining news 
consumption of young people has also been found in other countries, for instance, 
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in the U.S. or the U.K. (Delli Carpini, 2000; Hargreaves & Thomas, 2002; Mindich, 
2005). A decreasing attention to public affairs by younger people is especially 
alarming if this trend can be found across different media. Younger people are, for 
instance, often assumed to make more use of new media. However, television still 
is the most important news source for young Dutch people today (Van 
Cauwenberge, Beentjes, & d’Haenens, 2011).  
 

Limitations 

Although specific limitations have already been mentioned throughout the 
chapters, some general remarks apply to the studies conducted and the overall 
conclusions. These concern the method of data gathering, the Netherlands as our 
country of research, and the focus on television. 
 By using people-meter data, this study could overcome many shortcomings of 
self-reported exposure measures typically used in survey research. The main 
advantages of our datasets were the richness of information about individual 
television viewing behavior, the exclusion of memory as a potential cause of 
measurement error, and the possibility to compare viewing behavior over a longer 
period of time. As discussed in chapter two, people-meter data, too, do not yield 
perfect measures but have their own issues of validity (Napoli, 2003; SKO, 2008; 
Webster, Phalen, & Lichty, 2006). The main problems are related to the quality of 
the sample and the accuracy of the measurements. And since this is a secondary 
analysis, I had to rely on the variables available. 
 We used, for instance, political interest as a proxy for viewer’s interests in 
public-affairs programming in the longitudinal studies in chapter four and chapter 
five. Political interest is certainly of importance here because many are worried 
about gaps in news exposure between citizens who are politically interested and 
those who are not (Ksiazek et al., 2010; Prior, 2007). But, of course, people do not 
watch the news solely because they are interested in politics. It may be thrilling for 
them, funny, or provide topics for conversations. Unfortunately, motivations of 
that kind were not measured in the survey at hand. We could only use, more 
generally, genre preferences in the cross-sectional studies of chapter two and 
chapter three. This is why we have to be somewhat cautious with statements such 
as “situation is more important than motivation.”  
 Although very detailed, the viewing data are restricted to observational 
measures of TV program choices. Consequently, direct inferences about viewers’ 
intentions, for instance, when switching between channels are not possible. 
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Switching to a news program might, for instance, result from the wish to follow 
the news but also be an attempt to avoid the programming on a different channel 
without having to turn off the TV. To date, however, there is no alternative way of 
measuring viewing behavior on such a detailed level and on a large scale as it can 
be done with people-meter systems. 
 A second general remark concerns the specifics of the Dutch context. The 
Netherlands are certainly an exemplary case for democratic-corporatist media 
systems (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). So, the national public-affairs programming can 
be considered similar to other North-Western European countries. However, 
levels of consumption of TV news and newspapers are relatively high in the 
Netherlands compared to other European countries (Tenscher, 2008). 
Furthermore, news consumption in the Netherlands is still dominated by 
traditional media, namely TV, radio, and newspapers (Van der Burg, Lauf, & 
Negenborn, 2011). These characteristics certainly have a strong influence on our 
findings. Of course, the generalizability of the results obtained from studying one 
country is always limited. That is why our evidence has to be interpreted in the 
specific context of the Dutch viewing environment. But most likely, similar media 
systems, in particular with a comparable public-broadcasting system, would yield 
comparable results. Also, the finding of a strong impact of the viewing – or media 
environment – might be generalizable since it is the available structure that 
determines to what extent media users can follow their interests or develop 
consumption habits.  
 The third point of our limitations: Media use in high-choice media 
environments is not restricted to watching television. Research on media 
repertoires has undertaken first steps toward holistic approaches to media use in 
general (Hasebrink & Popp, 2006; Reagan, 1996; van Rees & van Eijck, 2003). 
However, learning how media users respond to changes specifically of the TV 
environment might also inform us about media users in general. Plus, the focus on 
one medium gives room for thorough investigation. How do viewers respond to 
an increasing complexity? How does choice behavior change? And most 
importantly, how does the influence of viewing motivations and situational factors 
on viewing decisions change over time? With the methodological approach that is 
chosen for this study, these questions can be answered specifically for TV 
consumption in a very detailed manner. 
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Some Implications for Future Research 

This was the first study that made extensive use of Dutch people-meter data to 
study exposure to news and current-affairs programs over time. Including 
motivational and situational factors to explain viewing behavior contributed to 
ongoing attempts in audience research to integrate formerly exclusive theoretical 
perspectives. Finally, this was the first comprehensive longitudinal analysis of 
exposure to public-affairs TV in a European context. Based on the conclusions 
and limitations of our studies, several implications for future research can be 
outlined. 
 First of all, more international comparison is necessary to reach broader 
conclusions about the relevance and developments of public-affairs TV. In 
addition to comparisons to a market liberal media system such as that of the U.S., 
the diversity of information cultures within Europe should be further investigated. 
The use of people-meter data offers opportunities for internationally comparative 
research that have not been exploited so far. Similar techniques of collecting and 
applying people-meter data are used in a large number of countries. Often, the data 
collection is conducted by market research companies that even operate 
internationally such as Nielsen, TNS, of GfK.  
 This dissertation developed an integrated approach to audience behavior. 
Individual viewer characteristics as well as aspects of viewing situations have been 
taken into account to study exposure to public-affairs programming. The use of 
people-meter data allowed to directly compare motivational and situational 
determinants of viewing behavior. Integrative approaches to study audience 
behavior should be further developed in several ways, for instance, by accounting 
for a broader range of viewing motivations (see: Cooper & Tang, 2009) that could 
be based on action-theoretical approaches (e.g., Hartmann, 2009; LaRose, 2009; 
Westerik, Renckstorf, Lammers, & Wester, 2006). 
 Most likely, the relevance of new media will have tremendous effects on 
manners of obtaining information about ongoing political or societal events. More 
possibilities allow for quick news updates throughout the day or offer 
opportunities for more personalized information; for instance, via news feeds. 
Thus, especially with a growing relevance of online sources, consumption of 
public-affairs information should be studied across platforms (e.g., Kim, 2011; 
Ksiazek et al., 2010). In particular, the study of news consumption of young 
citizens considering multiple platforms seems inevitable. In 2009, traditional media 
still dominated the news consumption of young people in the Netherlands and 
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Belgium (Van Cauwenberge et al., 2011). However, following the development of 
information diets will reveal the impact of new media as sources for public affairs 
information for future generations. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
 

Composition of the People-Meter Data  

Three different types of data from the Dutch national audience research were used 
for this research project: viewing, program, and survey data (Peeters, Jager, & 
Kalfs, 2005; SKO, 2008). To conduct analyses on the level of individual viewers, 
these three sources had to be transformed and combined. The following section 
contains a brief description of the composition of the used datasets as well as the 
steps that were performed to obtain the level of analysis that was applied in the 
studies. The data were provided as separate raw data files per day that were 
imported to SPSS were all necessary transformations and computations were 
conducted. For each year of the study, data about individual viewing behavior of 
one week was obtained. Thus, the described procedure was followed in a 
consistent manner for each year. Due to changes of the people-meter data 
collection in 2002, the procedure had to be adjusted for the data from 2002 to 
2010 so that consistency was assured.  
 

Program Data 

TV Times and since 2007 MediaXim Nederland collected data about the 
programming of Dutch channels. The program offer of the major Dutch channels 
was coded – ranging from the two public-service channels Nederland 1 and 
Nederland 2 in 1988 to 19 public-service and commercial channels in 2010. The 
data contained scheduling information per channel per day including the exact 
times of programs and program breaks, such as commercial breaks or program 
announcements. Therefore, program parts were the unit of analysis in the raw data. 
Relevant characteristics per program part were: channel, broadcaster, program title, 
genre category, starting time, and program length. Two additional variables allowed 
to determine program parts that belonged to the same program. The program 
parts were combined resulting in a dataset on the level of individual programs. 
Commercial breaks and announcements were not kept as separate programs but 
subsumed to the adjacent programs. Codes for the typology of public-affairs 
formats developed in this study were assigned to each program (see Appendix B). 



Appendix A 148 

Viewing Data 

The viewing data were collected by Intomart GfK. In every panel household, 
people-meters were connected to every television set. To register as a viewer, each 
panel member was asked to log on or off to the meter with a separate remote 
control device every time he or she started or finished watching TV, respectively. 
Individual recognition was assured by separate buttons on the remote control 
assigned to each household member. When logged on, viewing behavior was 
electronically registered – including the viewing times, the channels watched and 
the exact moments of switching between channels. 
 The raw data contained the exact times of TV viewing on the individual 
viewers level subdivided in channel intervals, in other words, the time intervals that 
a viewer spent watching a specific channel. A new channel interval started when 
the TV set was switched to a different channel. To obtain information about co-
viewers who were present during a channel interval, the viewing times of members 
of the same household were compared.  
 From 2002 on, the raw data contained channel intervals on the household 
level. Per time interval that a household spent watching a specific channel, person 
variables indicated which household members were present. A new channel 
interval started when the TV set was switched to a different channel or when one 
person joined or left the viewing situation. The household data were transformed 
to the individual viewer level. Channel intervals caused by changing persons were 
combined with the preceding interval. The person variables were used to calculate 
the number of co-viewers that were present during a channel interval. 
 In a next step, these data were merged with the program data. For this 
purpose, the times that viewers spent watching specific channels had to be 
allocated to programs that were broadcast on these channels during these times. 
Thus, the channel intervals of the viewers were divided into program intervals. 
Hence, the most detailed viewing data contained program intervals of individual 
viewers. These program intervals could be related to channel intervals, i.e., the time 
that a viewer spent watching that channel, and viewing sessions, i.e., the time that 
the viewers spent watching TV consecutively. Of course, several viewing sessions 
per day were possible for one viewer. Additional information that was related to a 
program interval was: the broadcasting time of the program (that did not have to 
match the viewing time), program title and genre, and the number of co-viewers. 
The comparison of broadcasting and viewing times as well as information of 
adjacent program and channel intervals was used to derive additional viewing 
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characteristics: Did a viewer switch, i.e., change channels, to watch a program? Was 
a program the first one viewed during a viewing sessions (appointment viewing)? 
Was viewing a program interrupted by switching back and forth to different 
channels (hopping)? Did a viewer drop out of a program by changing channels or 
turning the TV off? Which types of programs were watched prior and 
subsequently on the same or a different channel and for how long (lead-in and 
lead-out)? 
 The seven datasets of viewing data on the program level per day were 
combined for each sample week. The data on the week level were used to calculate 
the viewing-related variables used in the studies. Thus, via aggregation on the week 
level we calculated, for instance, a viewer’s availability, that is the overall time that a 
viewer spent watching TV, a viewer’s channel repertoire, and measures of exposure 
to public-affairs programs such as the number of days or programs and the exact 
viewing duration per format (see the operationalizations in the measures sections 
of chapters 2 to 5).  
 

Survey Data 

An annual survey among the panel members was conducted by Intomart GfK that 
provided a wide range of socio-demographic information about each household 
and each individual. Viewer characteristics relevant for this research were collected 
from the survey codebook and imported to SPSS. These included 
sociodemographics such as age, gender, and education. Relevant viewer attitudes 
were genre preferences and interest in politics. Finally, we included information 
about media use, such as the frequency of radio, newspaper, and internet use. Due 
to changing codebooks over the years, media use and genre preferences were not 
available for the entire research period from 1988 to 2010 and could, therefore, not 
be included in the longitudinal analyses. The viewer characteristics were merged 
with the viewing data via viewer ID numbers. 
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Dutch Public-Affairs Programs, 1988–2010 

This section provides an overview of the Dutch public-affairs programs that were 
broadcast during the research period. First, the coding that was applied to assign 
the programs to one of the four format categories is described (see also Chapter 5). 
Second, for each year, it is reported which programs that have been broadcast 
during the sample week were coded as serious news, light news, serious 
background, and light background.  
 Programs were regarded as public-affairs programs if they covered political 
news and current affairs on a local, national, or international level. Public-affairs 
coverage had to contain explicit references to political decision making, political 
actors, or important events of public interest (McNair, 2003; Patterson, 2000). 
Based on the distinctions of openness vs. closeness and serious vs. light forms, we 
discerned four types of information formats.  
 

Definitions of Format Attributes 

Openness  

Openness refers to the semantic form, i.e., genres are regarded as formats of 
“open” or “closed” discourses (Eco, 1979; Leurdijk, 1999). At the same time, 
openness refers to the breadth of issues, i.e., overview information on many issues 
versus background coverage on a smaller number of issues. 
Closed. A brief overview on a relatively broad range of topics is provided. The 
selection of topics is primarily determined by events of the day. News programs are 
considered as closed because the presentation of news items leaves little room for 
interpretation and often one leading perspective is taken.  
Open. More background information and detailed examination of issues. The 
more elaborated an issue is covered or debated, the more open a program is in the 
sense that several viewpoints or competing interpretations are considered. The 
topic selection is not necessarily determined by events of the day. Presentational 
forms are interviews, debates or background coverage as can be typically found in 
current-affairs programs.  
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Content  

The distinction between light/entertaining and serious/informative programs is 
based on content-related as well as presentational features. Content is, thereby, 
most important, i.e., the distinction whether a program covers primarily political 
issues or has a focus on non-political topics (see Baum, 2002; Leurdijk, 1999; 
Patterson, 2000). 
Light information. Less than half of a program addresses political information 
and/or political references are mainly indirect (personal perspectives, coverage 
about persons concerned, individual or everyday-life examples), emphasis on “soft 
news” (human interest, celebrities). Entertaining elements prevail, i.e. focus on 
private aspects of an issue or actor, guided by news values such as personification, 
prominence, unexpectedness, damage, or emotions. The sphere is humorous, 
cheerful, empathic, or exciting. The role of the presenter is empathic, subjective, or 
persuasive. A typical form is casual talk.  
Serious information. Primary focus on political information. More than half of a 
program deals with political information (“hard news”), using mainly direct 
references (reporting on policies, decisions, or debates/ controversial issues, 
standpoints of involved actors). The presentation is informative guided by ideas of 
journalistic objectivity, i.e., focus on public interests, neutral presentation, no or 
few audiovisual distractions. The sphere is neutral, calm, unexcited. The role of the 
presenter is also neutral, summarizing, interpreting, or critical as it can be found in 
interviews or debates.  
  

 

 



Appendix B 153 

Table B.1: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 1988 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1  75 

       

Light news     

      ‐‐‐     

       

Serious background     

      Achter Het Nieuws      Nederland 1  1 

      Brandpunt   Nederland 1  1 

      Hier en Nu             Nederland 1  1 

      Nieuwslijn             Nederland 1  1 

      Tijdsein               Nederland 1  1 

      Tijdsein Buitenland      Nederland 1  1 

      Welbeschouwd           Nederland 1  1 

      Capitool               Nederland 2  1 

      Den Haag Vandaag      Nederland 2  4 

      Diogenes     Nederland 2  1 

      Kenmerk                Nederland 2  1 

      Minister President          Nederland 2  1 

      Politieke Partijen           Nederland 2  1 

      Rondom Tien            Nederland 2  1 

       

Light background     

      Hoofdpersoon   Nederland 2  1 

      Kwartslag              Nederland 2  1 
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Table B.2: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 1990 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1  86 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  21 

       

Light news     

      ‐‐‐     

       

Serious background     

     Achter Het Nieuws      Nederland 1  2 

     Brandpunt   Nederland 1  2 

     Hier en Nu             Nederland 1  1 

     Impact  Nederland 1  1 

     Tijdsein 1              Nederland 1  1 

     Tijdsein 2              Nederland 1  1 

     Nieuwslijn             Nederland 2  1 

     Aktua  Nederland 2  1 

     Aktua Laat  Nederland 2  1 

     Gemeenteraadsverkiezingen  Nederland 3  1 

     Politieke Partijen   Nederland 3  1 

     Kenmerk  Nederland 3  1 

     NOS‐Laat  Nederland 3  4 

       

Light background     

      ‐‐‐     
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Table B.3: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 1992 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1  99 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  46 

      Nieuwsflits            RTL 4  12 

       

Light news     

      Gewest tot Gewest      Nederland 3  1 

       

Serious background     

      Brandpunt   Nederland 1  1 

      Hier en Nu             Nederland 1  1 

      Televizier  Nederland 1  1 

      Tijdsein 1              Nederland 1  1 

      Tijdsein 2              Nederland 1  1 

      Achter het Nieuws  Nederland 2  2 

      Aktua  Nederland 2  1 

      Aktua Nieuws  Nederland 2  1 

      Impact  Nederland 2  2 

      Nieuwslijn  Nederland 2  2 

      Capitool  Nederland 3  1 

      Kenmerk  Nederland 3  1 

      NOS‐Laat  Nederland 3  5 

      Politieke Partijen  Nederland 3  2 

       

Light background     

      Antenne                Nederland 1  1 

      Dokument               Nederland 1  1 

      Karel                  Nederland 1  1 

      Ver van Mijn Bed       Nederland 1  1 

      Sonja op Zaterdag      Nederland 2  1 
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Table B.4: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 1994 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2  109 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  58 

      Nieuwsflits            RTL 4   

       

Light news     

      Gewest tot Gewest      Nederland 3  2 

       

Serious background     

      Brandpunt   Nederland 1  1 

      Hier en Nu             Nederland 1  1 

      Kenmerk  Nederland 1  1 

      Politieke Partijen  Nederland 1  6 

      Televizier  Nederland 1  1 

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 2  13 

      Tijdsein              Nederland 2  1 

      Vragenuurtje  Nederland 2  1 

      Wereld Vandaag  Nederland 2  1 

      Capitool  Nederland 3  1 

      Den Haag Vandaag  Nederland 3  3 

      Gesprek Ministerpresident  Nederland 3  1 

      Impact  Nederland 3  2 

      NOVA  Nederland 3  6 

       

Light background     

      Arena                Nederland 1  1 

      Dokument               Nederland 1  1 

      Karel                  Nederland 1  1 

      Ontbijt‐TV       Nederland 1  11 

      Vesuvius  Nederland 1  2 

      Antenne  Nederland 2  1 

      Elfde Uur  Nederland 2  2 

      Sonja op Zaterdag      Nederland 3  1 
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Table B.5: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 1996 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2  86 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4 / RTL 7  68 

      Nieuwsflits            RTL 4   

       

Light news     

      Gewest tot Gewest      Nederland 3  2 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  10 

       

Serious background     

      Brandpunt   Nederland 1  2 

      Hier en Nu             Nederland 1  3 

      Kenmerk  Nederland 1  1 

      Televizier  Nederland 1  1 

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 2  18 

      Buitenhof              Nederland 3  2 

  Gesprek Ministerpresident  Nederland 3  1 

      NOVA  Nederland 3  6 

      Politieke Partijen  Nederland 3  9 

      Nieuwslijn  RTL 7  6 

       

Light background     

      Arena                Nederland 1  1 

      Dokument               Nederland 1  1 

      Karel                  Nederland 3  2 

      Middageditie  Nederland 3  18 

      Ontbijt‐TV       Nederland 3  35 

      Sonja op Zaterdag      Nederland 3  2 

      Zembla  Nederland 3  2 
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Table B.6: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 1998 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2 / 3 91 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4 / RTL 5  90 

      Nieuwsflits            RTL 5  6 

       

Light news     

      Gewest tot Gewest      Nederland 3  2 

      5 in het Land  RTL 5  12 

      Actienieuws  SBS 6  7 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  13 

       

Serious background     

      Netwerk  Nederland 1  5 

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 2  12 

      Politieke Partijen  Nederland 2  9 

      Buitenhof              Nederland 3  2 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 3  1 

      NOVA  Nederland 3  5 

       

Light background     

      Dokument               Nederland 1  2 

      Karel                  Nederland 1  1 

      Ontbijt‐TV       Nederland 1  32 

      Barend & Witteman  Nederland 3  10 

      Lagerhuis  Nederland 3  2 

      Middageditie  Nederland 3  10 

      Zembla  Nederland 3  2 
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Table B.7: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 2000 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2 / 3 106 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  71 

      Nieuws Update  RTL 5  7 

      Het Nieuws            SBS 6  15 

       

Light news     

      NL Net  Nederland 1  10 

      Gewest tot Gewest      Nederland 3  3 

      5 in het Land  RTL 5  12 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  12 

       

Serious background     

      Netwerk  Nederland 1  16 

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 2  12 

      Buitenhof              Nederland 3  2 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 3  1 

      NOVA  Nederland 3  6 

       

Light background     

      Dokument               Nederland 1  2 

      Ontbijt‐TV       Nederland 1  30 

      BV de Wereld  Nederland 1  2 

      Andere Gezicht  Nederland 1  2 

      Barend & Witteman  Nederland 3  10 

      Lagerhuis  Nederland 3  2 

       Lopende Zaken  Nederland 3  2 

      Middageditie  Nederland 3  3 

      Urbania  Nederland 3  2 

      Zembla  Nederland 3  2 

      Barend & van Dorp  RTL 4  5 
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Table B.8: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 2002 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2 / 3 113 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  82 

      RTL Z Nieuws  RTL 7  129 

      Het Nieuws            SBS 6  129 

       

Light news     

      NL Net  Nederland 1  10 

      Gewest tot Gewest      Nederland 3  1 

      5 in het Land  RTL 5  5 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  12 

       

Serious background     

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 1 / 2  21 

      Knevel op Zaterdag  Nederland 1  3 

      Netwerk  Nederland 1  15 

      Politieke Partijen  Nederland 1  9 

      Voor Je Kiezen  Nederland 1  2 

      Lijst 0  Nederland 2  2 

      Vragenuurtje  Nederland 2  1 

      Buitenhof              Nederland 3  2 

      Den Haag Vandaag  Nederland 3  6 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 3  2 

      NOVA  Nederland 3  15 

       

Light background     

      Dokument               Nederland 1  2 

      Ontbijt‐TV       Nederland 1  30 

      Stand.NL  Nederland 1  5 

      Andere Gezicht  Nederland 1  3 

      7 Dagen  Nederland 3  3 

      Barend & Witteman  Nederland 3  10 

      Lagerhuis  Nederland 3  1 

      Urbania  Nederland 3  2 

      Zembla  Nederland 3  2 

      Barend & van Dorp  RTL 4  11 

      Nieuws aan Tafel                 RTL 5  1 

      Week van Willibord              SBS 6  2 
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Table B.9: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 2004 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2 / 3 311 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  113 

      RTL Z Nieuws  RTL 7  123 

       

Light news     

      Editie NL  RTL 4  5 

      Actienieuws  SBS 6  17 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  12 

       

Serious background     

      Knevel op Zaterdag  Nederland 1  2 

      Netwerk  Nederland 1  15 

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 2  12 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 2  3 

      Kamerbreed  Nederland 2  1 

      Buitenhof              Nederland 3  2 

      NOVA / Den Haag Vandaag  Nederland 3  13 

       

Light background     

      Dokument               Nederland 1  2 

      Goedemorgen Nederland       Nederland 1  20 

      NL.Net  Nederland 1  5 

      Barend & Witteman  Nederland 3  9 

      Lagerhuis  Nederland 3  1 

      Tegenlicht  Nederland 3  2 

      Zembla  Nederland 3  2 
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Table B.10: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 2006 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2 / 3 318 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  134 

      RTL Z Nieuws  RTL 7  121 

       

Light news     

      4 in het Land  RTL 4  5 

      Editie NL  RTL 4  5 

      Actienieuws  SBS 6  20 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  61 

       

Serious background     

      Buitenhof              Nederland 1  2 

      Netwerk  Nederland 1  18 

      Politiek Partijen  Nederland 1  9 

      2 Vandaag              Nederland 2  12 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 2  2 

      Vragenuurtje  Nederland 2  1 

      Buitenhof Nacht TV  Nederland 3  2 

      NOVA Politiek  Nederland 3  3 

      NOVA / Den Haag Vandaag  Nederland 3  14 

       

Light background     

      Dokument               Nederland 1  3 

      Elfde Uur  Nederland 1  1 

      Goedemorgen Nederland       Nederland 1  20 

 
    Ministers terug op de 
Werkvloer 

Nederland 1 
2 

      Soeterbeeck  Nederland 1    2 

      Wereld Draait Door  Nederland 1  10 

      Tegenlicht  Nederland 3  3 

      Zembla  Nederland 3  2 

      Barend & van Dorp  Talpa  9 
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Table B.11: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 2008 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2 / 3 321 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  127 

      RTL Z Nieuws  RTL 7  113 

       

Light news     

      Editie NL  RTL 4  5 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  84 

       

Serious background     

      Buitenhof              Nederland 1  4 

      Eenvandaag  Nederland 1  22 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 1  1 

      Politiek Partijen  Nederland 1  11 

      Vragenuurtje  Nederland 1  1 

      Netwerk  Nederland 2  23 

      NOVA / Den Haag Vandaag  Nederland 2  13 

      Wekelijks Gesprek met Minister RTL 7  2 

      Gesprek van de Dag  Het Gesprek  30 

      Politiek Gesprek  Het Gesprek  51 

 
    Spraak Makers een Poltiek  
        Gesprek 

Het Gesprek  6 

       

Light background     

      Goedemorgen Nederland       Nederland 1  20 

      Pauw & Witteman  Nederland 1  10 

      Dokument               Nederland 2    3 

      Elfde Uur  Nederland 2  2 

      Rondom 10  Nederland 2  6 

      Soeterbeeck  Nederland 2  2 

      Tegenlicht  Nederland 2  2 

      Zembla  Nederland 2  3 

      Wereld Draait Door  Nederland 3  29 

      Undercover in Nederland  SBS 6   1 

      Wereld van Jair & Ronald  Het Gesprek  6 
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Table B.12: Overview of Public‐Affairs Programs, March 2010 

Format      Program Title  Channel 
Number of broadcastings  

per week 

     

Serious news     

      Journaal (all bulletins)     Nederland 1 / 2   354 

      Journaal op 3  Nederland 3  32 

      RTL Nieuws (all bulletins)             RTL 4  112 

      RTL Z Nieuws  RTL 7  122 

       

Light news     

      Editie NL  RTL 4  5 

      Hart van Nederland  SBS 6  130 

       

Serious background     

      Buitenhof              Nederland 1  5 

      Eenvandaag  Nederland 1  13 

      Politiek Partijen  Nederland 1  9 

      Vragenuurtje  Nederland 1  1 

      Gesprek Minister President  Nederland 1  1 

      Groeisenario van Florijn  Nederland 2  1 

      Netwerk  Nederland 2  11 

      NOVA / Den Haag Vandaag  Nederland 2  13 

      Wekelijks Gesprek met Minister RTL 7  2 

       

Light background     

      Goedemorgen Nederland       Nederland 1  20 

      Pauw & Witteman  Nederland 1  14 

      Crossing Borders  Nederland 2  1 

      Dokument               Nederland 2    2 

      Moraal Ridders  Nederland 2  2 

      Rondom 10  Nederland 2  5 

      Tegenlicht  Nederland 2  1 

      Zembla  Nederland 2  1 

      Wereld Draait Door  Nederland 3  27 

      Undercover in Nederland  SBS 6   1 
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ENGLISH SUMMARY 

 

 
Television has long been regarded as the ‘main’ source of public-affairs 
information. News and current-affairs programming has been assumed to reach 
viewers irrespective of their socioeconomic status, or their actual interest in news 
and politics. The relevance of TV as a public-affairs medium, however, has been 
challenged by tremendous changes in the viewing environment.  More viewing 
choices have raised concerns about audience fragmentation and specialization. The 
increasing variety of viewing alternatives enhances selective program choices. 
Viewers with no interest in news and current-affairs are enabled to avoid public-
affairs programming completely, or shift to more entertaining infotainment or soft-
news formats. So far, such shifts in individual viewing behavior have not been 
explored over longer periods of time. This dissertation studies the consequences of 
a changing viewing environment for exposure to news and current-affairs 
programs in the Netherlands from 1988 to 2010.  
 An integrated approach to audience behavior is developed to study program 
choices in the context of exposure to news and current-affairs programs. It draws 
on individual approaches to audience behavior such as uses-and-gratifications 
research as well as the structural approach of audience duplication research. 
Influences of viewing motivations and aspects of viewing situations are integrated 
for a comprehensive understanding of viewing behavior.  
 This theoretical framework is applied to study changes of exposure to public-
affairs TV in the Netherlands. From 1988 to 2010, the Dutch national TV market 
has gradually changed from two public-service channels to a multi-channel 
environment offering a mix of public and commercial channels. Increasing 
competition has resulted in a greater variety of public-affairs programming. 
People-meter data on the individual level are used to analyze how viewers have 
responded to this expansion of choice opportunities. Electronically recorded 
viewing data provide precise measurements of exposure to public-affairs TV and 
overall viewing behavior.  
 A comparison of different manners of measuring news exposure with people-
meter data reveals three dimensions of news viewing: the amount of news 
exposure, the selectivity towards news programs, and the viewer’s news-viewing 
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share. Although manners of program choice have been assumed to gain 
importance in a high-choice viewing environment, the amount of news viewing 
explains differences between viewers in the most powerful and consistent way. 
 A cross-sectional analysis of the amount of exposure to news programs 
compares and integrates motivational and situational influences. Aspects of 
viewing situations, such as the amount of time that viewers spend watching TV, 
watching adjacent programs on the same channel, and the presence of other 
people, have a stronger impact on news exposure than motivational factors, such 
as a viewer’s interest in news and politics or active choice behavior. A longitudinal 
study of news consumption reveals that this prevalence of the viewing situation 
has been consistent over the entire research period. Finally, an analysis of 
informational viewing patterns over-time reveals that individual information diets 
have included an increasing variety of public-affairs formats, from serious to more 
entertaining, light programs. Diverse and comprehensive information diets are, 
thereby, associated with a high relevance of TV as a medium. 
 Thus, contrary to fears of audience fragmentation and specialization, Dutch 
viewers have spent more time watching a greater diversity of public-affairs TV 
over the last two decades. Exposure to traditional news formats has especially 
increased. Viewers did not shift from traditional formats that focus on politics and 
current-affairs to more entertaining information programs, but embraced the 
growing variety of serious and entertaining information formats. The growing 
relevance of public-affairs TV in the Netherlands can be understood as an 
interplay of a specific viewing environment and characteristics of audience 
behavior. The results indicate that viewing habits, triggered by situational factors, 
become stronger in more complex choice situations. Stable habits of watching 
public-affairs TV might be encouraged by the long-standing tradition, and also by 
the good reputation of the national public-affairs programming. The typical 
Western-European mix of public-affairs programs broadcast by public-service and 
commercial channels might be responsible for a diversity of news and current-
affairs programs that is perceived as reliable and appealing by the audience. 
 The increase of exposure to public-affairs TV emphasizes the Dutch case as 
an exceptional one. However, the positive trends do not apply to the same extent 
to younger viewers, and thus might not last. A decreasing attention to news and 
current affairs by younger viewers, and possible consequences for their political 
involvement, will be the main challenge for the relevance of television as a public-
affairs medium in the future.  



 
 

NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

 

 
De televisie werd lang als één van de belangrijkste bronnen voor politieke en 
maatschappelijke informatie beschouwd. Nieuws- en actualiteitenprogramma’s 
konden een brede groep kijkers bereiken onafhankelijk van hun socioeconomische 
status of hun interesse voor nieuws en politiek. Door enorme veranderingen in 
zowel het programma-aanbod als het kijkgedrag is de relevantie van televisie als 
informatiemedium echter niet meer vanzelfsprekend. De uitbreiding van het 
programma-aanbod heeft geleid tot zorgen over een mogelijke fragmentatie en 
specialisatie van het publiek. De steeds grotere verscheidenheid aan programma’s 
vereenvoudigt selectieve programmakeuzes. Met name voor kijkers die niet 
geinteresseerd zijn in nieuws en actualiteiten wordt het mogelijk om 
informatieprogramma’s te omzeilen of te kiezen voor aantrekkelijkere soft news of 
infotainment-formats. Dergelijke verschuivingen in het individuele kijkgedrag zijn tot 
nu toe nog niet op lange termijn onderzocht. In deze dissertatie wordt onderzocht 
wat de consequenties zijn van een veranderende kijkomgeving voor de consumptie 
van nieuws- en actualiteitenprogramma’s in Nederland van 1988 tot en met 2010. 
 Als uitgangspunt wordt een geïntegreerde theoretische benadering van 
mediagebruik gehanteerd. Deze is gebaseerd op individuele perspectieven op 
mediagebruik zoals de uses-and-gratifications benadering alsmede de structurele 
benadering van audience duplication onderzoek. De invloeden van zowel de motieven 
van kijkers als aspecten van kijksituaties worden geïntegreerd om een 
allesomvattend beeld van het kijkgedrag te kunnen schetsen. 
 Deze theoretische benadering wordt vervolgens op de consumptie van 
informatieprogramma’s in Nederland toegepast. Gedurende twee decennia is het 
Nederlandse nationale televisieaanbod sterk veranderd. Van twee nationale 
publieke zenders in 1988 is het aanbod uitgegroeid tot een breed scala van publieke 
en commceriële zenders. Meer competitie heeft ook geleid tot meer variatie in de 
nieuws- en actualiteitenprogrammering. Om te analyseren hoe het publiek op deze 
uitbreiding van de programmering heeft gereageerd, gebruikt deze studie people-
meter data op het niveau van individuele kijkers. Deze elektronisch verzamelde 
kijkdata leveren preciese metingen van het kijkgedrag in het algemeen en de 
consumptie van nieuws- en actualiteitenprogramma’s in het bijzonder. 
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 Uit een vergelijking van verschillende manieren om nieuwskijkgedrag met 
peoplemeter data te meten blijkt dat het kijken naar nieuwsprogramma’s drie 
dimensies omvat: kijkvolume, selectivief keuzegedrag en kijkproportie. Ondanks de 
verwachting dat keuzegedrag bij een toename van keuzemogelijkheden steeds 
belangrijker zal worden, kunnen verschillen tussen kijkers het beste door het 
kijkvolume verklaard worden. 
 In een cross-sectionele analyse van het volume van nieuwsconsumptie 
worden motivationele en situationele invloedfactoren vergeleken. Aspecten van 
kijksituaties zoals de tijd die mensen aan TV-kijken besteden, het kijken van 
opvolgende programma’s op dezelfde zender en de aanwezigheid van medekijkers 
blijken van sterkere invloed op het kijken naar nieuws dan motivaties als interesse 
voor nieuws en politiek, of actieve programmakeuzes. Een longitudinale studie van 
nieuwsconsumptie laat zien dat de overheersende invloed van de kijksituatie over 
de gehele periode van onderzoek aanhoudt. Ten slotte toont een analyse van 
kijkpatronen dat individuele kijkers naar verloop van tijd naar een grotere variatie 
van informatieprogramma’s zijn gaan kijken – van serieuze tot lichte, meer 
vermakelijke genres. Diversiteit en hoeveelheid van de gekeken 
informatieprogramma’s blijken vooral met het persoonlijke belang voor het 
medium televisie samen te hangen. 
 In tegenstelling tot de vrees voor fragmentatie en specialisatie van het publiek, 
brengen Nederlandse kijkers meer tijd door met een grotere diversiteit aan nieuws- 
en actualiteitenprogramma’s. Vooral het kijken naar traditionele nieuwspro-
gramma’s is gestegen. De kijkers zijn niet van traditionele, serieuze genres naar een 
lichtere programmering gemigreerd, maar hebben meer diversiteit in hun 
kijkpatronen geintegreerd. De toenemende relevantie van de TV als 
informatiemedium kan worden begrepen als een samenspel van het specifieke 
programma-aanbod en de kenmerken van het publiek. De resultaten impliceren dat 
kijkgewoontes, geactiveerd door situationele factoren, sterker worden in 
complexere keuzesituaties. De typisch West-Europese mix van publieke en 
commerciële zenders evenals de lange traditie en goede reputatie van de Neder-
landse informatieprogrammering zou stabiele kijkgewoontes kunnen bevorderen.  
 De toenemende aandacht voor informatieprogramma’s onderstreept de 
uitzonderlijke Nederlandse situatie. De positieve trends gelden echter niet in de 
zelfde mate voor jongere kijkers. De afnemende aandacht voor nieuws en 
actualiteiten onder jongeren en mogelijke consequenties hiervan voor politieke 
betrokkenheid zal één van de grootste uitdagingen zijn voor de toekomst van de 
TV als een politiek en maatschappelijk informatiemedium.  
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