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Mobile News Consumption: A Habit of Snacking 

 

Abstract 

This study investigates news consumption on mobile devices with the goal of identifying where 

mobile devices fit into people’s media repertoires and how consumption patterns on them are 

different from those on other platforms. Results suggest that mobile devices are almost always 

used along with other platforms for getting news, that news sessions on smartphones are shorter 

than on other platforms, and mobile news consumption happens more times per day and is spread 

through the day. Implications for the study of news consumption, news producers, and 

consumers are discussed. 
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Mobile News Consumption: A Habit of Snacking 

In 2015, mobile devices including smartphones and tablets for the first time accounted for 

the majority (51%) of time spent with digital media, outpacing all other connected platforms 

combined (Bosomworth 2015). News organizations in particular have noticed a significant 

increase in the amount of Internet traffic coming from mobile devices, with 39 of the top 50 

news websites receiving more traffic from mobile devices than from computers (Mitchell 2015). 

As Pew’s Mitchell is quick to point out, however, in most cases mobile visitors to these top 50 

news sites spend less time on the site than visitors using a computer. What is behind these 

different consumption patterns? Is the news audience shifting toward mobile and away from 

other platforms? What makes mobile news consumption different from consuming news on other 

platforms? Understanding these changes to the digital news audience and news consumption 

patterns is crucial for news producers and journalism scholars. 

Observers have often lamented the lack of attention the public pays to news, suggesting 

that people often “snack” or “graze” on the news. While this practice could appear on any 

platform, it was particularly identified in relation to the remote control and channel-switching on 

television (Pew Research Center 2012) and the multiplicity of channels and quick-hit web pages 

and links on the Internet (Bucy, Gantz, and Wang 2014). Mobile technology has the potential to 

exacerbate the trend toward snacking on news to the extent that it encourages shorter, dispersed 

consumption patterns and to the extent that mobile news use displaces other forms of news 

consumption. In order to test that proposition, this study conducts two original surveys of adults 

in the United States, measuring news consumption on various platforms in detail. A key 

contribution of this study is to measure news consumption across platforms in the general 

population, whereas many previous studies have focused on variance in news consumption 

among smartphone owners or mobile internet users (Struckmann and Karnowski 2016; Van 
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Damme et al. 2015; Wolf and Schnauber 2015). Together, findings from these two surveys 

(conducted in 2014 and 2015) provide a clearer picture of news media consumption in the United 

States across all users, and illuminate patterns and trends in mobile news consumption 

specifically.  

Literature review 

Snacking on the news 

For years, journalism industry observers and scholars have been concerned with a trend 

toward “snacking” or “grazing” on the news. The British Journalism Review criticized the “news 

snacks” some outlets offered in response to a fragmented audience (MacArthur 1993). In a 2005 

report of the Carnegie Corporation, Merrill Brown writes, “How news executives today deal with 

the ways news is consumed, in the form of an image here, an instant message there, a cell phone 

text message headline, a web portal story or a newspaper shoved into a passing hand while 

racing to the bus, will say a great deal about the future of news as we know it” (Brown 2005). 

Wired magazine wrote in 2007 about a “snack culture” that was taking over our media 

consumption habits (Miller 2007). The article focuses on the range of new technologies that 

transfer control over media consumption to the user. Technologies such as the DVR and mobile 

phones allow flexibility in when to consume media, where to consume media, and how much to 

take in. Others have echoed the importance of user control, saying that the Internet and digital 

media afford this as well as convenience and relatively low cost, making them particularly well 

suited to news snacking (Bucy, Gantz, and Wang 2014). As usual, age is said to play a role, with 

younger generations more likely to be snackers. Young adults “nibble away at the news, 

whenever and wherever they feel like it. They prefer frequent news snacks to regular full meals. 

They take the news, shape it, comment on it, and exchange it with their ‘friends’ on Facebook or 

via Twitter” (Sauvageau 2012). 
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These cultural observations are backed up by several research studies. A qualitative study 

found that young news consumers described quickly checking headlines in order to stay on top 

of the news, saying that they value immediacy over quality (Costera Meijer 2007). Costera 

Meijer suggests that checking in on the news “does not lead to solid knowledge, but to 

‘impressions.’” Another qualitative study also found people appreciating the convenience of 

news snacks, with many subjects reporting that they consume online and mobile news in short 

bits (Gutknecht and Dörflinger 2009). This study also suggested that people snacked on news in 

order to keep up with news, to have at least a passing knowledge of the world’s goings on. 

Surveys have attempted to measure this snacking behavior among U.S. adults, finding the 

percentage of people who say they check in on news from time to time is rising, now constituting 

a majority (Pew Research Center 2012). Pew refers to these consumers as “news grazers.”  

Snacking or grazing on the news is said to cause a number of problems. Foremost among 

them is evidence that those who snack on news are less knowledgeable about public affairs and 

less engaged in public life. Researchers have shown that grazing is negatively associated with 

knowledge and civic engagement (Bennett, Rhine, & Flickinger, 2008; Hardy & Jamieson, 2011; 

Morris & Forgette, 2007). Another problem is economic in nature. When people value 

convenience or brevity over quality (i.e. snacking on news), there is less incentive for news 

organizations to produce high-quality news and news in general is devalued (Chyi and Yang 

2009; Chyi 2009). A third problem is that most news organizations now deliver news on multiple 

platforms and in multiple media. The production process is complicated if it must account for 

different consumption patterns and potentially different audiences across these platforms. As a 

result, some media organizations have resorted to producing one version of a story, then pushing 
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it out to multiple distribution platforms, a practice disparagingly called “shovelware” (Ghersetti 

2013; Messner, Linke, and Eford 2011). 

The 2012 Pew study (and others related to it investigating news grazing, see Bennett, 

Rhine, & Flickinger, 2008; Morris & Forgette, 2007) focused primarily on skimming through the 

dozens of television news channels now available. The Internet gives access to these channels 

plus additional news sources originating online or stemming from primarily print- or radio-

focused news organizations. Indeed, as noted earlier, the Internet and mobile media have 

significant potential to enable and encourage snacking on the news (Bucy, Gantz, and Wang 

2014; Dessauer 2004). Thus it is important to consider how the prevalence of news snacking may 

have changed in the mobile era.  

Mobile devices and news 

 Mobile devices are defined in this study as smartphones and tablets with wireless data 

connections and mobile-specific operating systems capable of running apps. Smartphones are 

distinguished from other cellular phones by having large screens (commonly measuring 4 to 6 

inches on the diagonal) and the ability to run advanced applications using software akin to a 

computer operating system. They are distinguished from laptop and desktop computers, 

however, because of their size and the fact that their mobile-specific operating systems and 

processors are not capable of running full-featured desktop software. Roughly a quarter of the 

world’s population used a smartphone at least monthly in 2014 (eMarketer 2014), and more than 

two-thirds of American adults own a smartphone (Smith 2015; Anderson 2015). Tablet and 

ownership levels are lower, at about 45 percent of American adults (Anderson 2015).  

News is a common use of these devices. More than two thirds of smartphone users say 

they use the devices to keep up with news (Smith 2015). The fact that people always have their 

smartphone with them (an affordance that Ruston (2012) calls “ubiquity”) means that they are 
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more likely to check in on news throughout the day, and indeed, “checking” is a major habit on 

mobile phones (Oulasvirta et al. 2012). Eventually, people may begin checking in automatically, 

without paying attention or having a conscious information seeking goal (Bayer and Campbell 

2012). This may drive further incidental use. Apps that offer breaking news alerts and 

notifications also drive unplanned, incidental and likely brief check-ins with news. 

This suggests that news consumption patterns on mobile devices may be different from 

those on other platforms. Indeed, scholars have posited that because mobile phones and their 

mobile internet connections allow users control over time (when to consume content) and space 

(where to consume content), smartphone users should be more likely to exhibit short, burst-like 

consumption patterns, rather than sustained sessions — a difference described as “staccato” 

rather than “legato” (Dholakia, Reyes, and Bonoff 2014). There is some evidence of this 

consumption pattern in action, especially in relation to the news. A study relying on media 

diaries found that people tended to squeeze mobile news consumption into otherwise unoccupied 

spaces in their day (Lai 2014) — times referred to as “interstices” (Dimmick, Feaster, and 

Hoplamazian 2011). In summary, mobile news use is characterized by frequent, brief checkups 

to see what is new (Van Damme et al. 2015). 

These gaps in one’s day, of course, are not the only times when these devices are used. 

Others point out that mobile phones and, to some extent, news have diffused throughout daily 

life and become intertwined with other activities (Westlund 2014; Oulasvirta et al. 2012; 

Mihailidis 2014; Ruston 2012; Wolf and Schnauber 2015; Struckmann and Karnowski 2016). 

But the suggestion that mobile news consumption is additive rather than competitive with other 

forms of news consumption goes against earlier models predicting relative constancy in news 

media use (McCombs and Eyal 1980; Wood 1986; Son and McCombs 1993). 
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This has led some scholars to view mobile devices as one part of a repertoire of overall 

media consumption (Yuan 2011; Schroeder 2010). In the case of news, Yuan finds that different 

news users choose different mixes of media platforms depending on which news gratifications 

they’re seeking. As part of this mix, mobile may fill different niches and roles for different users 

(Van Damme et al. 2015). But overall, as news interest increases, the number of platforms on 

which people get news increases. Thus it is important to consider what part mobile devices play 

in people’s repertoire of news media consumption. 

Research question and hypotheses 

This study investigates how mobile devices, specifically smartphones, are becoming part 

of the public’s media repertoires and how consumption patterns on those devices might differ. 

The first research question focuses on where mobile fits into the overall mix of media that people 

use to consume news. 

RQ1: On which platforms do people get news?  

The above literature, observation and logic suggest that the mobile news consumption 

experience is likely to be characterized by brevity, frequency, distraction, and low attention 

(Dimmick, Feaster, and Hoplamazian 2011; Dholakia, Reyes, and Bonoff 2014; Bayer and 

Campbell 2012). These studies suggest that people squeeze mobile news sessions into otherwise 

unoccupied gaps in their day. Media consumption on mobile devices happens most often in 

intermittent, burst-like and dispersed consumption moments (Dholakia, Reyes, and Bonoff 

2014). People’s interactions with their mobile devices are often driven by alerts and notifications 

that incentivize brief check-ins. In short, people are likely to snack on the news when consuming 

it on mobile devices. This proposition is put to an empirical test using the following two 

hypotheses. 

H1: News sessions will be shorter on mobile devices than on other platforms. 
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H2: News will be accessed more times per day on mobile devices than on other 

platforms. 

Method 

To answer the research question and test the hypotheses in this study, two online surveys 

of U.S. adults were conducted. The first was conducted during the summer of 2014, and the 

second was conducted during the summer of 2015. The methods for each of these studies are 

discussed separately below because Study 2 built upon and improved the measures used in Study 

1 in order to provide additional tests of the two hypotheses. The goal of each was to measure 

news consumption across platforms and across a broad sample of the general population in order 

to compare mobile news consumption to consumption on other platforms. Both studies were 

approved by the University of Texas at Austin’s Institutional Review Board1. 

Study 1 

Study 1 used a managed panel in order to select a pool of respondents that most closely 

matches the demographics of U.S. adults. This method is meant to ensure that the group of 

respondents matches the overall population on the variables selected, but it does not ensure that 

respondents match population distributions for other variables of interest. However, when 

samples are matched on key demographics, the managed panel sample will converge with a true 

random sample under most circumstances as sample size increases (Rivers, 2005). The survey 

was fielded by the Office of Survey Research at the University of Texas at Austin2.  

 
1 The author wishes to recognize Dr. Paula Poindexter of the University of Texas at Austin, who funded the 

survey for Study 1 and invited the author to develop questions to include on the survey. 
2 OSR is a member of both the Association of Academic Survey Research Organizations (AASRO) and the 

American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) and has provided survey research expertise to both 

internal and external clients since 1986. At the time of the survey, OSR was part of the Annette Strauss Institute for 

Civic Life, but has since been reorganized. 
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The survey questionnaire for Study 1, which took 10 to 15 minutes to answer, was 

completed by 1,505 respondents. The actively managed panel of online respondents was 

acquired through Survey Sampling International, an internationally respected survey sampling 

firm. Because the panel sample was a non-probability sample, it was requested that the sample 

match the demographics of the American population according to the U.S. Census Bureau. For 

information on evaluating non-probability online panels, see Callegaro & Disogra (2008) and 

AAPOR’s Standard Definitions (2011, p. 38).  

Respondents were asked how often they get news “in print,” “online on a desktop or 

laptop computer,” “on television,” “on radio,” and “on a smartphone or tablet.” Respondents 

were first asked how many days per week on average they get news on these platforms, with 

responses ranging from 0 days per week to 7 days per week. Respondents were then asked how 

many times per day on average they get news on these platforms, with responses being open 

ended. Respondents were also given a matrix question asking them to indicate the length of their 

most recent news session on the five platforms. They were asked, “Think of the last time you 

used each of the following media for news. About how long did you spend getting news that 

time?” Possible responses were on an eight-point scale ranging from “you don’t use this 

medium” and “10 minutes or less” to “more than an hour,” in 10-minute increments. 

Respondents also completed a standard set of demographic questions (including age, gender, 

race, education and income) and other survey questions not used in this study. 

Study 2 

Study 2 used an opt-in panel of paid respondents recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk service. Anyone can register to become an MTurk worker after preapproval by Amazon. 

However, researchers who post surveys there can set up qualifications for the type of worker 

they would like to complete the survey. Workers on MTurk are generally younger, overeducated, 
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underemployed, less religious, and more liberal than the U.S. population at large. Considering 

race, Asian-Americans are overrepresented while blacks are underrepresented (Paolacci and 

Chandler 2014). While the quality of the data obtained via MTurk is generally high and at least 

as reliable as other survey methods (Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling 2011), it most closely 

approximates traditional convenience samples and therefore should not be considered 

representative of the general population (Paolacci and Chandler 2014; Berinsky, Huber, and 

Lenz 2012). Studies suggest that MTurk workers are more attentive to survey instructions than 

subjects taking studies in person (Hauser and Schwarz 2015), but that including attention check 

questions can improve data quality from some respondents (Peer, Vosgerau, and Acquisti 2014). 

For this study, the qualifications were that participants must be U.S. residents who are at 

least 18 years old and have a high MTurk approval rating (percent of previous tasks 

accomplished that were considered acceptable by other researchers). This qualification helps 

reduce the risk of fraudulent participants. The MTurk job listing also provided a brief description 

of the study and the amount of compensation ($.75 for the 10-15 minute survey)3. The subjects’ 

participation was completely voluntary. The survey was completed by 1,212 respondents, 46 of 

whom failed an attention check question. After excluding those who failed attention check 

questions, the final sample included 1,166 responses. 

The news consumption questions presented in Study 1 were updated in several key ways. 

First, smartphones and tablets were treated separately rather than being grouped as mobile 

devices. Secondly, a set of questions was asked about news consumption on that platform 

yesterday in order to focus respondents on specific, recent activities. The first question for each 

platform studied (print, television, radio, computer, tablet and smartphone) asked how many days 

per week a person gets news on that platform. Next, respondents were asked whether they got 

news on that platform yesterday, and if so, how long they spent getting news on that platform 

 
3 This study was funded with a research grant from the University of Texas at Austin. 
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yesterday (open-ended, in minutes). Respondents who got news yesterday on that platform were 

asked whether their news consumption happened “all at once” or “spread out over the course of 

the day.” If respondents answered that their consumption was all at once, then the total time 

consumed is the same as session length, because there was only one session. But if respondents 

indicated that their consumption on that platform yesterday was spread out over the course of the 

day, then a final, open-ended question measured the length of their last session in minutes. 

The goal of all these measures is to determine how mobile news consumption differs 

from that on other platforms, specifically with regard to number and length of sessions. Results 

from these measures of non-probability samples should not be interpreted as population 

estimates, though efforts have been taken to ensure the samples come as close to the general 

population as possible. Instead, these measures serve to measure variance in news consumption 

habits among platforms and across a broad sample of users. 

 

Results 

The research question asked, “On which platforms do people get news?” In Study 1, 

respondents were asked how many days per week, on average, they get news on five platforms: 

in print, online, on television, by radio and on mobile devices. Results indicate that most people 

get news from multiple platforms. Users of each platform were identified as those who said they 

got news on that platform at least one day a week. Nearly everyone in the sample consumes news 

on multiple platforms. About 95% of respondents reported getting news at least one day a week 

on 2 or more platforms; 82% of respondents reported getting news at least one day a week on 3 

or more platforms. About 29% of respondents said they get news at least one day a week from all 

five platforms in this study. Thus, more than four-fifths of U.S. adults gets news from three, four 

or five platforms at least one day a week. 
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In order to identify significant predictors of multiplatform news consumption, the 

demographic variables age, gender, race, income and education were entered into a regression 

model predicting the number of platforms used for news (ranging from 0 to 5). Results show that 

being younger (β = -.252, p < .001) and having higher income (β = .214, p < .001) were the 

strongest predictors of multiplatform news consumption (see Table 1). That is, younger adults 

and those with higher incomes were likely to get news on more platforms. Being male and 

having more education both showed weak but significant positive effects on multiplatform news 

consumption. Together these variables account for 12.4% of the variance in the number of 

platforms used for news. Race did not have a significant effect in this regression model4, nor in a 

regression model that analyzed races separately using dummy variables. But a crosstab analysis 

found that Hispanics and Asian Americans are significantly more likely than other groups to be 

users of all five platforms (χ2 = 59.33, Phi = .203, p < .001). 

Mobile news users are particularly likely to get news from multiple platforms. Of the 767 

respondents who reported getting news on a mobile device, only 2 got news exclusively from 

that mobile device5. More than half (54%) reported getting news on all five platforms, and 

another quarter (27%) reported getting news on four platforms. Thus 81% of mobile news users 

also use 3 or 4 other platforms to get news. To determine whether mobile news use predicts use 

of other platforms for news, a second regression model predicted the number of platforms other 

than mobile that were used for news (ranging from 0 to 4). In addition to the demographic 

variables in the first model, this model’s second block contained a dichotomous variable 

indicating whether respondents were mobile news users. Results shows that mobile news use was 

 
4 Dichotomizing race into white and minority categories is common practice when including race as a 

variable in a regression model, even though it is not ideal because there are differences among minority racial 

groups. For this reason additional analysis of categorical data using crosstabs is presented. 
5 No respondents in Study 2 reported getting news exclusively on a mobile device. 
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a significant predictor of using multiple platforms for getting news (β = .270, p < .001). See 

Table 1. 

The platform most commonly used along with mobile devices is the computer. Almost 

98% of mobile news users also reported getting news on computers, and the percentages are high 

for mobile users who get news on the other platforms as well (TV, 92%; radio, 71%; print, 70%). 

Considering the correlations among usage of the platforms for news presented in Table 2, the 

strongest pairings are between print and radio (r = .227, p < .001), mobile and computer (r = 

.213, p < .001), and mobile and radio (r = .209, p < .001).  

Finally, it is helpful to know how often each platform is used for news. About 92% of 

respondents reported being online news users. About 90% of respondents reported being TV 

news users. About 66% of respondents reported being print users. About 61% of respondents 

reported being radio news users. And about 53% of respondents reported using mobile devices to 

get news. 

News Session Length 

H1, “News sessions will be shorter on mobile devices than on other platforms,” was 

tested using linear mixed models to conduct a repeated-measures ANOVA. This test makes it 

possible to compare differences within subjects in means for each platform, even if not every 

subject uses all available platforms. In this case, results show within-subjects differences in the 

length of time respondents reported using each of the five platforms during their last news 

session on that platform. A main effect was found, such that there are significant differences in 

the number of times per day each platform was accessed (F(4, 5351) = 121.81, p < .001). Post 

hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction revealed that the mean session length score for mobile 

devices was significantly lower than the mean score for television, but not significantly different 

than the mean scores for other platforms (see Table 3).  
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The data in from Study 1 provide limited support for H1 because they suggest that 

sessions on mobile devices are significantly shorter than only one other platform: television. One 

possible explanation for this is that both smartphones and tablets were included in a single 

mobile category, but usage of these two platforms is significantly different in terms of the 

independent variable, session length. Furthermore, session length was measured in intervals in 

Study 1, which may not have been fine enough to capture variances in session length. Study 2 

was designed such that session length was measured in minutes and was measured separately on 

smartphones and tablets. 

Results from Study 2 were analyzed using linear mixed models to conduct a repeated 

measures ANOVA test. Session length was measured in minutes by asking how long respondents 

spent getting news on each platform before moving on to something else. A main effect was 

found, such that there are significant differences in mean session length score across platforms 

(F(5, 2223) = 54.70, p < .001). Post hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction revealed that 

average news session length on smartphones was significantly shorter than average news session 

length for all other platforms (see Table 4). The average time spent getting news on a 

smartphone was less than 12 minutes, the shortest of any platform, compared with about half an 

hour on television. News sessions on computers were also short, averaging about 15 minutes, but 

even this time was significantly longer than the smartphone news sessions. This indicates support 

for H1, suggesting that news sessions on smartphones are shorter than those on other platforms. 

News consumption frequency 

The second hypothesis predicted, “News will be accessed more times per day on mobile 

devices than on other platforms.” This was tested using linear mixed models to conduct a 

repeated-measures ANOVA, looking at within-subjects differences in the number of times per 

day respondents reported using each of the five platforms. A main effect was found, such that 
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there are significant differences in the number of times per day each platform was accessed (F(4, 

5350) = 45.06, p < .001). Post hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction revealed that the mean 

number of times per day news was accessed on mobile devices was significantly higher than in 

print, on TV, and on radio, and was not significantly different from the mean for computers (see 

Table 5). 

Study 2 took a different approach to testing whether mobile users get news in bits and 

pieces. In addition to asking about tablets and smartphone separately, Study 2 also asked 

respondents whether their news consumption on each platform happened “all at once” or “spread 

throughout the day.” This is not an exact replication of Study 1, which measured the number of 

times per day a person got news on each platform, but uses a different measure to tap into a 

similar idea of snacking on news rather than consuming meals. A simple z-test for proportions 

between dependent groups (because there is overlap among the groups) was used to test H2. This 

test compares respondents for each platform who said their news consumption is spread 

throughout the day with those who said their news consumption on that platform happened all at 

once (see Table 6). Results show that the proportion of smartphone users who said their news 

consumption was spread throughout the day is significantly higher than any other platform 

except the computer. Together with the results from Study 1, these data indicate support for H2. 

Discussion 

This study investigated news consumption on mobile devices with the goal of identifying 

where mobile devices fit into people’s media repertoires and how consumption patterns on them 

are different from those on other platforms. This was brought about based on observations that 

mobile news consumption is often characterized by brevity, frequency, distraction, and low 

attention (Dimmick, Feaster, and Hoplamazian 2011; Dholakia, Reyes, and Bonoff 2014; Bayer 

and Campbell 2012). Literature suggests that people use their smartphones to grab bits of news 
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here and there, filling gaps in their day with sporadic news consumption. The results presented 

here suggest that this is the case, with people consuming news on smartphones in shorter 

sessions than on other platforms. News consumption on smartphones also happens more times 

per day and is more likely to be spread out over the course of the day than news consumption on 

other platforms. This practice of “snacking” on the news, or “grazing” or “checking in,” has been 

observed or suspected by other researchers studying other platforms (Costera Meijer 2007; 

Morris and Forgette 2007; Bennett, Rhine, and Flickinger 2008; Hardy and Jamieson 2011; 

Gutknecht and Dörflinger 2009), but this study conclusively links the practice with news use on 

smartphones. This study also shows that, even if news snacking does occur on other platforms, it 

occurs to a greater extent on smartphones.  

This study does not deal with the implications of snacking, though previous studies 

suggest they are negative. Shorter news sessions convey less information than longer ones, and 

so the spread of information may be altered by these consumption habits (Hardy and Jamieson 

2011; Morris and Forgette 2007). What is more, some scholars have argued that the mobile web 

experience is essentially inferior to using the internet on a personal computer (Napoli and Obar 

2014; Baron 2015). Future studies should look beyond session frequency and length in order to 

determine whether mobile news consumption is indeed less useful than other forms. As Donner 

(2015) points out, this may be especially relevant in developing countries, where mobile is the 

primary means of internet access and users tend to “dip and sip” rather than browse the web. 

These concerns are mitigated to the extent that mobile news is consumed alongside other 

news, and indeed this study also suggests that we live in a multiplatform world. Among the 

roughly 2,600 respondents surveyed across the two studies, only two people got news 

exclusively from smartphones. For some, the smartphone may be their primary means of getting 
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news, but in almost all cases, smartphone news use was supplemented by news on other 

platforms. Furthermore, smartphone news users are likely to get news on multiple other 

platforms. Earlier studies on news consumption have focused on people’s preferred platforms, 

separating “print users” from “television users” for instance, or asking questions about “internet 

users,” as if these users were monogamous in their media consumption. That may have been true 

in the past, for some people, but it is certainly not the case anymore. People are spreading their 

attention across the day and across different media, a trend advertisers and content producers 

alike have noted with dismay (Starr 2012). Others have called this phenomenon audience 

fragmentation and have linked it with attention deficits to individual platforms (Webster 2011).  

But from the consumer’s perspective, there is a wide array of options, each with distinct 

strengths and weaknesses, which can supplement each other to produce a varied, robust news 

diet. Audiences are acting on the wide array of choices available to them by spreading their news 

attention across platforms and throughout the day. Future studies should take these consumer 

habits into account rather than singling out platforms. This fits with the “consumer-centric” view 

of news consumption advocated by other researchers (Ksiazek, Malthouse, and Webster 2010). 

Media producers are acutely aware of the growing importance of mobile devices, but they 

would do well to consider the multiplatform nature of today’s news consumption landscape. 

Media executives frequently speak of platforms as being in competition with one another, rather 

than complementing each other as appears to be the case. It may be worth considering that there 

is substantial crossover in the audiences for different platforms, and media companies could 

engage a single consumer across multiple platforms by differentiating the content offered on 

each platform. This could be done by playing to the strengths of each platform rather than simply 

reformatting text for different size presentations. In other words, knowing that people use 



Mobile News Consumption 

 

18 

 

multiple platforms for news, it may be possible to build customer loyalty by connecting with 

customers on multiple platforms and considering that a single person might encounter the 

company’s content in multiple media. Making it worthwhile for audience members to get the 

news on all platforms could potentially increase the audience overall. 

Whatever content is presented, it ought to fit into consumers’ schedules. The average 

time span people spent on mobile news before moving on to something else was less than 12 

minutes (though even this is likely an overestimation). The question to ask, then, is how news 

companies can best make use of those 12 minutes with the smartphone. One option is that mobile 

news offerings should be able to be consumed in a short session. This may sacrifice some detail 

and nuance that is extremely important in the news, but this study suggests that people may be 

using other platforms to get that information. Alternatively, smartphone news users might 

consume only one story in a session, spending all 11 minutes on it, and then come back to read 

another one at another point in the day (because smartphone news is accessed multiple times per 

day).  

This study is limited in that it uses cross-sectional survey data that relies on self reports. 

Studies have suggested that self reports tend to overestimate exposure on mobile devices 

(Kobayashi and Boase 2012). Additionally, asking respondents about their last news session 

might privilege sessions in the evening or at the end of the day, which could be longer than 

others. Thus the numbers reported here are likely to overestimate the length of news sessions on 

all platforms. Other methods such as media diaries, observation or monitoring software could 

yield more accurate measures of mobile media consumption. This limitation is mitigated 

somewhat by the use of two different measurement instruments on two survey populations, each 

yielding similar results.  
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If news industry professionals and scholars were once concerned with the idea that the 

public might only snack on news, this study suggests that snacking has expanded now that 

smartphones are a source of news for many Americans. It will be important for future studies to 

assess whether this snacking has any effect on what should be one of the primary results of news 

consumption: news knowledge. Is frequent snacking as nutritious as a few square meals? In this 

way, platform choice may be seen to affect news knowledge and the ability of citizens to become 

informed participants in a democracy. 
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Table 1. Regression models showing predictors of multiplatform news use. 
 No. of platforms used for 

news (0-5) 

No. of platforms used for news 

(excluding mobile, 0-4) 

Block 1: Demographics   

Age .055* -.061* 

Gender (female) -.047* -.065* 

Race (white) .024 .010 

Income .126*** .191*** 

Education .023 .054 

ΔR2 (%) 12.4*** 5.7*** 

Block 2: Mobile News 

consumption 

  

Mobile news user  .270*** 

ΔR2 (%)  5.4*** 

   

Total R2 (%) 12.4*** 11.1 *** 

Note: Data from Study 1. N = 1421. Cell entries are final-entry OLS standardized Beta (β) 

coefficients. ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001. 
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Table 2. Correlations among usage of various platforms for news.  
 Computer use TV use Radio use Mobile use 

Print use .092*** .156*** .227*** .098*** 

Computer use  -.022 .167*** .213*** 

TV use   .115*** .094*** 

Radio use    .209*** 

Note: Data from Study 1. N = 1445. Each respondent is classified as a user (1) or non-

user (0) of each platform for getting news. Cell entries are correlation coefficients.  

∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001. 
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Table 3. Comparison of average news session length scores across platforms. 
  Session length score 

Platform N Mean 

 

Standard deviation 

Difference from 

smartphone mean 

Radio 932 2.43 1.81 .16 

Smartphone 810 2.59 1.81 - 

Computer 1319 2.66 1.74 .06 

Print 989 2.77 1.70 .18 

Television 1306 3.86 1.89 1.26*** 

Note: Data from Study 1. Session length score was reported only if the respondent got 

news on that platform at least 1 day per week. Therefore N ranges from 810 to 1319. 

Session length was measured on an interval scale, where 1 = 0-10 minutes, 2 = 11-20 

minutes and so on up to 7 = more than one hour. * = p <.05, ** = p < .01, ** = p < .001 
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Table 4. Comparison of average news session lengths in minutes across platforms. 
  Session length in minutes 

Platform N Mean 

 

Standard deviation 

Difference from 

smartphone mean 

Television 441 29.53 21.14 17.91*** 

Print 120 22.60 15.05 10.97*** 

Radio 240 20.17 20.54 8.54*** 

Tablet 110 18.14 24.58 6.51** 

Computer 828 15.22 15.16 3.59** 

Smartphone 490 11.63 16.81 - 

Note: Data from Study 2. Session length was asked only if the respondent got news on 

that platform yesterday. Therefore N ranges from 110 to 828. * = p <.05, ** = p < .01, 

** = p < .001 
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Table 5. Comparison of average number of times per day a platform is used for news. 
  Times per day 

Platform N Mean 

 

Standard deviation 

Difference from 

smartphone mean 

Computer 1329 2.94 2.49 0.04 

Smartphone 738 2.90 16.81 - 

Television 1300 2.52 2.79 0.38** 

Radio 887 2.20 2.09 0.70*** 

Print 953 1.69 2.32 1.21*** 

     

Note: The number of times per day a platform is used for news was asked only if the 

respondent got news on that platform at least 1 day per week. Therefore N ranges from 

738 to 1329. * = p <.05, ** = p < .01, ** = p < .001 
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Table 6. Proportions of respondents saying their news consumption was spread throughout the 
day. 
 News consumption spread throughout the day 

Platform Percentage 

Difference from  

smartphone percentage z 

Smartphone 72.2 - - 

Computer 70.8 1.4 .571 

Tablet 52.7 19.5 3.988*** 

Radio 47.9 24.3 6.443*** 

Television 33.6 38.6 11.824*** 

Print 15.0 57.2 11.522*** 

Note: * = p <.05, ** = p < .01, ** = p < .001 

 


