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Cover teas and pews
By Martin Fischer

During 1976, one local Catholic high
school in the News-Journal- World com-
munity newspaper coverage area (Chi-
cago's northwest side) was mentioned
over 170 times, mostly in the news-
paper's sports pages and calendar of
events; but nearly 100 Protestant and
Orthodox churches in the same area of
Chicago served by the paper were not
mentioned even once.

What may seem to be an outrageous

... many institutions
exhibit a total lack of
interest in ... free publicity
through the community
newspaper.

case of pro-Catholic bias in editorial
judgment is, in fact, an example of a
newspaper's over-reliance on established
news contacts and organizations' public
relations representatives in a community
where many institutions exhibit a total
lack of interest in obtaining free
publicity through the community news-
paper.

To maintain high levels of readership,
community newspapers need to mind
their teas and pews - providing space to
publicize the often routine items con-
cerning activities of women's clubs,
church groups, PTA's, Boy Scouts and
Girl Scouts, ethnic organizations and
veterans' and fraternal associations.

But many "teas and pews" don't
care to "mind" their local media. Even
after being informed of a community
newspaper's desire to publicize their
activities, some groups decline to take
advantage of the offer of free space.

Martin Fischer was editor oj the
News-Journal-World oj Oak Park, Ill.,
until October when he joined the
editorial staff oj the daily Cedar Rapids
(Iowa) Gazette.

The News-Journal- World, a 10,000
circulation weekly newspaper serving a
densely populated section of the north-
west side of Chicago, recently concluded
a study to gauge how effectively the
newspaper has been covering the nearly
450 schools, churches and organizations
in its circulation area.

A content analysis of every issue
published during calendar year 1976
revealed that the newspaper had not
been fully representative in covering the
community it strives to serve. The
survey also indicated many groups were
receiving unexpectedly high amounts of
coverage in the paper, while others were
receiving little or no space in the paper.
Also when leaders of poorly publicized
groups are reminded of the opportunity
for free publicity in the local media, few
of them take advantage of the offer.

While no publication can be expected
to be totally representative, a com-
munity newspaper - more than other
kinds of media - needs to be aware of
its constituency and should try to
provide coverage for every element
within its community.

The News-Journal- World serves por-
tions of six different neighborhoods in
Chicago, where ethnic, racial, religious
and economic divisions are often pro-
nounced in terms of residential patterns
and interpersonal contacts. Several sub-
scribers cancel each year offering such
explanations as, "They never print
anything about my church" or "There's
hardly anything in the paper about my
neighborhood." Providing a consistent-
ly balanced mix of coverage for such a
cosmopolitan area as the northwest side
of Chicago can be extremely difficult.

The task is complicated for the
News-Journal- World by the fact that
there are nearly 450 separate groups and
organizations located within or directly
serving the coverage area of the paper.
These include 117 Protestant or Ortho-

dox churches, 39 political groups and
major politicians, 37 hospitals, clinics
and health centers, 32 parks and
recreation groups, 30 public elementary
schools, 29 community organizations,
24 financial institutions, 20 veterans'
and fraternal groups, 17 Catholic par-
ishes, 14 ethnic organizations, nine
Catholic high schools, seven public high
schools and 72 other miscellaneous
groups. '

The content analysis found that some
185 of the 447 groups were not
mentioned even once on the pages of the
newspaper during the first six months of
1976. During the entire year, a total of
276 groups were publicized only five or
fewer times. Another 5&were mentioned
from six to ten times in the year.

On the positive side, there were 115
local groups which received publicity in
the News-Journal- World more than ten
times during 1976. These included 42
organizations mentioned more than 30
times in the year.

Why is there such a disproportionate
amount of publicity for some groups
and such a lack of coverage of others?
Why do some groups actively seek
publicity in a community newspaper
while others seem to ignore the publica-
tion entirely? A possible explanation
may be derived from a study of which
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types of groups tend to receive publicity
in the News-Journal- World.

The most publicized groups in the
newspaper are the public high schools,
the Catholic high schools and the
Catholic churches. The least publicized
are the Protestant and Orthodox
churches, veterans' and fraternal groups
and financial institutions.
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This pattern, suggestJ that larger
institutions tend to get more coverage.
Although all six categories are relatively
permanent in organization and purpose,
the high schools and the Catholic
parishes are notable for both large
memberships and large staffs, while the
Protestant and Orthodox churches,
veterans' and fraternal groups and
neighborhood financial institutions
(many of the latter being major ad-
vertisers), are characterized by either
small memberships or small staffs.

In general, the groups which get the
most coverage are ones which have
sufficient resources to assign individual
staff members to actively seek publicity
by preparing and mailing press releases,
calling the editor to request photo
assignments, or suggesting possible fea-
tures.

In contrast, the veterans' and frater-
nal groups have no local paid staff and
need to rely, when possible, on volunteer
publicity chairmen. The Protestant and
Orthodox churches in the northwest side
of Chicago have small congregations
and often are ministered to by clergymen
who hold full-time secular jobs outside
of their unpaid or low-paying pastor-
ates.

The lack of publicity for financial
institutions is harder to explain. In
relative terms, the banks and savings

'They never print anything
about my church.'

and loan associations located in the area
covered by the News-Journal- World
have smaller professional staffs than
those located in downtown Chicago, but
they certainly do have the financial
resources to devote to public relations.
Nevertheless, most neighborhood finan-
cial institutions" have made the practical
business decision to package themselves
in paid display advertising, promoting

their various premium give-aways and
financial services, rather than subject
their image to editorial judgment. Their
decision may relate to the reluctance of
the News-Journal- World to publish
non-newsworthy promotional puffs,
even for major advertisers.

In an attempt to persuade the poorly
publicized groups to take advantage of
the free space offered in the community
newspaper, 270 letters from the editor
were mailed to the groups mentioned
only five or fewer times during 1976.

The letter from the editor emphasized
that "in addition to our regular news
and feature coverage, each edition
contains dozens of public service an-
nouncements pertaining to the activities
of local school, church, recreational and
civic organizations.

"Publicity for such groups is free and
easy to obtain through the News-
Journal- World newspaper: Just type or
write all of the necessary information
(including name and phone of someone
we may contact in case we need more
information). "

The letter included the address of the
newspaper, the deadline schedule and
suggested that after the group adds the
newspaper to its mailing list, it might
pass the letter along to other worthy
neighborhood groups.

"We want to help as many local
groups as possible inform current - and
potential - members of all scheduled
meetings, fund-raisers and membership
drives, special programs and activities,
honors and citations," the letter said.

Responses to the letter were less than
encouraging. Five of the groups which
had not been mentioned at all in the
paper during 1976 started sending press
releases within two months of the
mailing. But of the 270 groups which
received letters, only 19 responded with
a release within two months of the
mailing.

Statistically, the five "zeroes" which

responded to the letter constituted only
2.7 per cent of the 185 groups which
received no publicity the previous year.
The 19 groups which began sending
releases represented a seven per cent
response rate to the 270-letter mailing.

Ideally, a community newspaper will
provide its readers with in-depth, com-
prehensive local news coverage, thought-
provoking and well-written editorials,
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appealing human interest features and
photographs. But these" items which
focus on the interests of an entire
community need to be balanced with the
many smaller, parochial or routine items
which appeal to only limited segments
within a newspaper's readership.

A bulletin board or calendar page can
be an attractive way of providing much
free publicity, in a relatively small
amount of space. But if such publicity
fails to include a representative mix of
groups from every segment of the
community, complaints of bias or
inadequate coverage (resulting in loss of
subscriptions) may arise.

The community service orientation
pursued by most weekly newspapers
cannot be successfully maintained unless
readers are taught to expect - and to
demand - that the local media serve the
communication needs of every element
of the community.

When an editor finds that he is losing
readers because his paper is perceived to
be "not local enough" or if he is
receiving calls from people asking "how
much it costs to put an 'ad' about my
son's graduation into the paper," then it
is time for him to do a better job of
educating his readers about the function
of a community newspaper.

(See Teas, page 19)
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Beyond merely making space avail-
able for public service announcements
from local groups, a community news-
paper needs to teach their "teas and
pews" representatives how to use the
publication to supplement their groups'
own intra-organizational communica-
tions.

A direct mailing to leaders of poorly
publicized groups may be one way.
Telephone calls from the editor, per-
sonal contact with staff members cover-
ing news events, house ads in the
newspaper and publication of editorials
putting the problem into perspective
may also help to get the idea across that
the community newspaper aims to serve
its readers. 0


