11.News consumption among
young people in Norway

The relevance of smartphones and social media

Dag Slettemeas & Ardis Storm-Mathisen

News consumption among young people is now widely debated. The
emergence of the Internet, social media and personal smartphones has
been accompanied by a decline in the consumption of news through
traditional channels. At the same time, digital media has made news
continuously available “everywhere”. It is difficult, but paramount in this
new landscape, to build knowledge on how news is accessed, consumed
and interpreted and how it affects young people in their daily lives. By
portraying news-related practices among today’s youth in Norway,
based on a nationwide survey with a particular focus on smartphones
and social media, this chapter offers one such contribution.

Digitalization is increasingly permeating the social fabric of our
lives. This has not least affected the news media market in terms of
production, distribution and consumption.' A gradual move from print
to digital media, along with a “blurring” of boundaries between news
and other more personal or commercial formats, has made it difficult
for policymakers, the media industry and others to understand how
young people engage with news. Although there has been a decline
in the use of traditional media,? personal media access tools, such as
smartphones, have made news omnipresent, reaching people wherever
they are. This pervasiveness of news tends to generally increase the
amount of news consumed.’
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Public discourse about youth media consumption (including news
media) tends to be problem-oriented. Attention is given to the fact that
young people consume less news, that news consumption is superfi-
cial and entertainment-motivated, that young people are not critical
enough in terms of sources/origins of news, and that they tend to be
less engaged in public discussions on topics relevant to society.* The
fear is that the younger generations grow up to be news-avoiding, un-
critical, uninformed and disengaged citizens, gradually undermining
the democratic foundations of the Nordic societies. Another challenge
is the potential for a generation gap, as different generations (through
different means of news access) tend to “consume different public
spheres and representations of reality”

In this chapter we offer a more nuanced look at this development
by discussing core findings from a Norwegian study® that looks at news
interest and ways of consuming news among youths, in particular via
social media and smartphones, and the social and contextual condi-
tions that play a role in news-related consumption practices. The study
was conducted in late 2015 as a nationwide representative web survey
among 805 youths in the 16 to 25 age group.”

News interest and news consumption patterns

As the boundaries between sources, genres, channels and contexts
are blurred, measuring news consumption is becoming increasingly
difficult. However, the study reveals that more than half of Norwegian
youths (16 to 25 years old) say they are interested or very interested
in news in general, with more boys than girls claiming to be very in-
terested in news.® This general interest level concurs with the alleged
consumption of news: As many as nine out of ten say they read, watch
or check the news at least once a day. More boys than girls claim to
follow news continuously during the day.’

The study shows that news consumption is part of both private and
social practices. Close to eight out of ten read, watch or check news
when they are alone at home. However, seven out of ten often discuss
news face to face with others, indicating that news is a natural part of
daily conversations. Peers and family also influence news consumption
patterns. Half of the respondents are occupied with news that their
friends care about, and four out of ten engage with news that their
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families find important. On the other hand, only in ten often discuss
news in various online forums.

A defining feature, in Norway as in the other Nordic countries, is
the high level of digital access to media among young people. In our
study, 99 per cent of youths had access to a PC/Mac, 97 per cent to
a smartphone and 72 per cent to a tablet. The preferred platform for
consuming news was the smartphone (75%) and this was more pop-
ular in the older group (21 to 25 years old) than in the younger group
(16 to 20 years old). PCs were the second most popular platform for
news consumption (70%), while traditional platforms were overall
less popular, such as TV (21%), radio (19%) and newspapers (14%).

News consumption on smartphones

The smartphone has thus become the most important device for ac-
cessing news among young people. It enables constant engagement
with - and “unlimited” opportunities for — new genres, formats and
business models related to news presentation, distribution and con-
sumption. It is not merely a multi-purpose “task-oriented artefact™
but has become a “lifestyle artefact” for today’s youth." This also implies
that time is not allocated to news consumption specifically. Rather, the
smartphone enables news to be consumed as part of, or in between,
other daily practices.'> The data show that youths consume news both
in typically private and social settings, and in a wide range of daily
contexts. There is a clear indication that the older group (21-25 years
old) engage more with news than the younger group (16-20 years old)
in all the given contexts. The only significant gender difference is that
boys are slightly more prone to consume news when they wake up in
the morning and when they are in the bathroom. The various contexts
for news consumption mediated by smartphones can be seen in the
figure on the next page.

Consuming news via social media on smartphones

As almost all Norwegian youths now possess a smartphone and engage
with one or more social media platforms, checking news via social
media on smartphones is becoming popular. We see that three out of
four prefer to access social media from their smartphones, with a high-
er proportion among girls than boys. A slight majority of Norwegian
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Figure 1 Situations in which Norwegian youths (16-25 years old) use their smartphone to check news, 2015 (daily
usage in per cent)
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Comment: The figure shows the percentage of Norwegian youths (aged 16-25 years) who own a smartphone that use their smartphone to check news in different

situations during a typical day. N=783.

Source: Slettemeas & Kjorstad, 2016.
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youths still claim that they never use social media to check news first.
However, four out of ten often consult social media first when they
are looking for news. Boys and older youths tend to check news first
through other media channels than social media.

If we look at young social media users, more than half claim to
follow, like or “friend” news sites in social media. In addition, they
follow other news-related providers or individuals, such as bloggers
and politicians," and one in ten follow journalists. Still, entertainment
providers (“soft” news sites or individuals) are the most popular ones,
such as celebrities, sports stars and entertainment sites. Girls tend to
favour these entertainment sites/individuals more than boys.

Among the plethora of social media alternatives, Facebook remains
the most important one for Norwegian young people, including in
terms of news consumption. Among social media users, 93 per cent use
Facebook on a daily basis, followed by 78 per cent for Snapchat and 58
per cent for Instagram, while Twitter, for example, has low daily usage
(11%). Among Facebook users, as many as 62 per cent claim that they



11. News consumption among young people in Norway

like, follow or subscribe to news services. Furthermore, 59 per cent say
that news features liked or shared by friends appear in their newsfeed.
For Snapchat, news engagement is considerably lower.

Engagement with and attitude
towards social media-generated news

How Norwegian youths engage with social media-generated news var-
ies. A slight majority say they offen find news as they scroll down the
newsfeed, while a third find it occasionally. Very few rarely or never find
news in their social media feeds. Many also click on news links from the
feed. Quite a few actively promote news by liking, sharing or retweeting
news articles, and one in three claim to do this often or occasionally.
However, a majority never comment on or discuss news-related stuff in
social media. Most young people support the idea that it is OK to share
and discuss news on some social media platforms but not all, and they
prefer more closed conversations.

Algorithms embedded in social media enable news items to be
indirectly promoted to others just by liking or following news posts.
Many of the youths were unaware of this. Advanced algorithms based
on profiles, previous searches, likes or friends’ activities can reproduce
and narrow down what is shown in the newsfeed, creating so-called
“echo chambers” or “filter bubbles”'* When informed about this in the
survey, many disclosed a negative attitude to the lack of “control” over
what news was presented to them. Quite a few were positive, though,
toward algorithms facilitating relevance (content) and convenience
(time-saving). However, since social media may provide other news
than what is actively searched for by the user, this can potentially
moderate the echo chamber effect.

Recently, so-called news aggregators have become popular news me-
diators. News aggregators typically filter and recycle/repackage content
from other news sources, making short stories and promoting these
through catchy titles and images/videos (click baits). They depend on vi-
ral peer distribution through social media. These new actors contribute
to the dissolving of boundaries between edited and non-edited content,
between soft and hard news, and between traditional journalism and
marketing. The Norwegian survey shows that a third of young people
occasionally read, watch or check news from news aggregators (e.g.
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Buzzfeed) and girls favour these types of sites/news more than boys.
The main reason for consuming aggregated news is that they appear
automatically in the newsfeed.'® The mix of entertainment news and
serious news in mash-ups also motivates consumption, along with the
fact that the user experience is better and more fun. Still, Norwegian
youths exhibit some sense of source critical attitude as one-third say
that they often or very often check the origin of the content presented
by news aggregators.

Overall, young people perceive news delivered through social media
as positive for their societal engagement. Almost half of young social
media users, and in particular the girls and the younger age group, say
that social media makes them more interested in news because it ena-
bles them to engage with news on a regular basis. Many also state that
they come closer to the world as social media-mediated news is more
tailored to their own and their friends’ preferences. A third feel a sense
of participation as they can comment on news, although a majority
claim they never do this.

Concluding reflections

In this chapter we have presented data that offers some nuances to crit-
ical perspectives on young people’s news media consumption. The data
indicate that Norwegian youths have a relatively high interest in news
and a regular and varied engagement with “digital” news consumed in
both social and private settings. In addition, news topics are discussed
“analogously” with friends and family in daily conversations,'” while
online public discussions are mostly avoided. This indicates that digital
news consumption should not be studied in isolation. It is interwoven
in daily practices.

The smartphone and social media have become central platforms for
accessing news among young people. While a recent Norwegian study
found that 55 per cent of youths (16-25 years old) read one or more
newspapers online daily,'® our study shows that social media accessed
from smartphones has become a key “mediator” of news. Smartphones
and social media play an important role in making news constantly
available to young people, even though short, image-rich and elusive
news formats seem to dominate. Still, this may trigger an interest in
news topics that would otherwise be absent, or may keep the news
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interest warm over time through constant exposure.

How “deep” this news involvement is, and how critical and reflected
news consumption practices are among young people, we know less
about. The study finds that there is some critical thinking in terms of
the origin of news sources and of algorithmic filtering, but there is ar-
guably a large knowledge gap concerning, for instance, how algorithms
filter and affect content and user perspectives. Overall, however, these
findings moderate the idea of “news-avoiding”, “unengaged” and “un-
critical” youths. News is now available everywhere in a blur of formats,
genres, channels and consumption contexts, with digital and analogue
engagements closely intertwined.

This new reality makes it increasingly more difficult to understand
how youths engage with, conceptualize and perceive news, and how this
shapes their future democratic contribution. In the era of “fake news”,
and global social media and aggregator platforms, local and national
media will probably benefit from playing the roles of “trusted” and
relevant news contributors. They need to understand how young people
engage with news in their everyday life (without resorting to aggressive
personal data gathering) and identify what triggers their news interests.
The research community can support this endeavour. What seems
clear in terms of policy is that a comprehensive and more integrated
framework for critical media competence should be introduced at an
early age, in order to equip young people with the tools to deal with
present and future risks and opportunities in this field.

Notes

NOU (2017).
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8. There was no specification or definition in the questionnaire of “news” so the
answers are based on a subjective definition by the respondents. We also see that
many news genres are blurred as soft and hard news are mixed in mash-ups,
while social media mixes personal, soft and hard news from a range of sources.

9. This implies going constantly in and out of news, without allocating a specific time

for news consumption set apart from other practices or contexts.
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10. Barkhuus & Polichar (2011).

11.  Carroll et al. (2002), (2003); Slettemeas & Kjorstad (2016).

12.  These new opportunities complicate the identification and measuring of frequencies,
spaces and types of news consumption in surveys.

13.  cf. also Enjolras et al. (2013).

14. Pariser (2011).

15. Elvestad (2015).

16.  Users stating that they agree with this statement “to a large extent”.

17.  Elvestad (2015); Huang et al. (2016).

18.  SSB (2017).

References

Barkhuus, Louise & Polichar, Valerie E. (2011). Empowerment Through Seamfulness:
Smart Phones in Everyday Life. Personal Ubiquitous Computing, 15(16): 629-639.

Carroll, Jenny; Howard, Steve; Vetere, Frank; Peck, Jane & Murphy, John (2002). Just
What Do the Youth of Today Want? Technology Appropriation by Young People.
Proceedings of HICSS'02, IEEE Computer Society, 2002, 1777-1785.

Carroll, Jenny; Howard, Steve; Peck, Jane & Murphy, John (2003). From Adoption to Use:
The Process of Appropriating a Mobile Phone. Australian Journal of Information
Systems, 10(2): 38-48.

Elgesem, Dag & Olsen, Linda E. (2013). Ungdoms forhold til nyheter - en studie basert
péa mediedagbok [Young Peoples Relationship to News — A Study Based on Media
Diary]. Nordicom Information 35(1-2): 3-20.

Elvestad, Eiri (2015). Barn av informasjonsrike medieomgivelser. En studie av norske
elever og studenter sitt forhold til nyheter i tradisjonelle og sosiale medier [Child of
Informational Media Environment. A Study of Norwegian Students and Students
in Relation to News in Traditional and Social Media]. Skriftserien fra Hogskolen
i Buskerud og Vestfold no. 23.

Enjolras, Bernard; Karlsen, Rune; Steen-Johnsen, Kari & Wollebaek, Dag (2013). Lik-
er — liker ikke. Sosiale medier, samfunnsengasjement og offentlighet [Likes — Do
not Like. Social Media, Community Engagement and Publicity]. Oslo: Cappelen
Damm akademisk.

Huang, Lihong; @degard, Guro; Hegna, Kristinn; Svagérd, Vegard; Helland, Tarjei & Se-
land, Idunn (2016). Unge medborgere. Demokratiforstdelse, kunnskap og engasjement
blant 9.-klassinger i Norge [ Young Citizens. Democratic Understanding, Knowledge
and Commitment among Ninth-Graders in Norway]. The International Civic and
Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) 2016. NOVA Rapport 15/17.

Moe, Arne & Kleiven, Hanne Hestvik (2016). Bruksmangfold. En analyse av nordmenns
nyhetskonsumtion [User Diversity. An Analysis of Norwegians News Consumption].
TFoU-rapport 2016:7. Steinkjer: Trondelag Forskning og Utvikling.

Newman, Nic & Levy, David A. L. (ed). (2014). Tracking the Future of News. Reuters
Institute Digital News Report 2014 [online]. Available at https://reutersinstitute.
politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/research/files/Reuters%2520Institute%2520Dig-
ital%2520News%2520Report%25202014.pdf [Accessed 16 October, 2018]

NOU (2017). Det norske mediemangfoldet. En styrket mediepolitikk for borgerne [The
Norwegian Media Diversity. A Strengthened Media Policy for the Citizens].
Norges offentlige utredninger 2017:7 [Public Investigations, Norway]. Oslo:
Kulturdepartementet.

Pariser, Eli (2011). The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You. London:
Penguin Press.



11. News consumption among young people in Norway

Pew (2012). The State of News Media 2012. [online]. Available at http://assets.pewresearch.
org/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2017/05/24141622/State-of-the-News-Media-
Report-2012-FINAL.pdf. [Accessed 30 August, 2018].

Slettemeds, Dag & Kjorstad, Ingrid (2016). Nyheter i en digitalisert hverdag. En lands-
dekkende undersokelse av ungdom og unge voksnes medierelaterte praksiser og nyhet-
skonsum via smarttelefon, sosiale medier og nyhetsaggregatorer [News in a Digitized
Everyday Life. A Nationwide Survey of Youth and Young Adult Media-Related
Practices and News Consumers via Smartphone, Social Media and News Aggrega-
tors]. SIFO oppdragsrapport nr. 10, 2016. Oslo: Forbruksforskningsinstituttet SIFO.

SSB (2018). Norsk Mediebarometer 2017 [Norwegian Media Barometer 2017]. Oslo:
Statistisk Sentralbyra.

Strombick, Jesper (2015). Demokratin och det forandrade medielandskapet - Mot
6kade kunskapsklyftor och deltagandeklyftor? [Democracy and the Changing
Media Landscape: Towards Increased Knowledge Gaps and Participation Gaps?].
pp- 205-256 in Lt fler forma framtiden! [Let More People Shape the Future!]. SOU
2015:96. Stockholm: Kulturdepartementet.

123



