The Case for Direct Questions
on Reading Habits'

J-M. AcosTINI
Elvinger Adverlising Agency

In this test, simply asking housewives how often they read a
magazine (regularly, occasionally, never) produced just as
good audience estimares as did the editorial interest method, in
which respondents had to prove that they read particular issues.

O LEARN about an individual's actions through
Tan interview, questions can be asked either
about his recent hehavior or his habits. Questions
on habits are used in market research surveys on
consumer goods, bur they bave been virtually ex-
cluded from media audicnce surveys, which uswally
use only questions that focus on recent behavior.
This paper shows that direct questions on reading
habits can enable one to deal with problems now
inadequately handled by current lechniques of
measuring reading behavior,

Two typical measurcments are the “IPA tecl-
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nique” und the “editorial intercst technique.” The

. IPA technique has long betn vsed in Great Britain

for audience surveys conducted by the Iustitue of
Pracdtioners in Advertising and has been adopted
i France by the Centre d’Erudes des Supparts de
Publicité (CESP) for their 1957 and 1961 audience
surveys; {t is also used in Belgium, Germany, and
Italy. The teclinigue consists in asking a person
when he last looked at a copy of the publicuion.
A “reader” is any person who looked at a copy of
a daily “yesterday,” a copy of a weekly "dwring the
past seven days,” or a copy of a monthly “during
the past 30 days.”

The reliability of this technique is based on two
{obviously weak) assumptions:

1. The number of people who vead any average issuc is
identical with the number who have read any issue during
the last publication period, i.c. day for daily, month [m
monthly.

2, People pive correct answers about when they Ias, looked
ul # copy of the publication.

Little is left of these assumptions when one con-
siders the work of Belson (1962; reviewed by Henry,
1962). It is encugh to note here that the first as-
sumption ignores the maiter of “audience replica-
tion,” in which readers read a particular issue for

*Based on wo talks delivered before the European Sociery
for Opinion Surveys and Market Research in 1962 and 1962,

JOURNAL OF



longer han jts publication period, Le., more than
‘one day for a daily. Thus, a respondent may buy a
maonthly magazing and read it lor six months,
spending a few hours reading it every month. Il
during each of those six months he is asked whether
he has read a copy “during the past 30 days," he
will he registered as a reader of six issues instead
of one issue.

As for the second assumption, can a reader really
say whether or not he has looked at a copy of a
monthly during the last 30 days? To the question,
“When was the last 1ime you looked at a copy of
Magazine X?", frequent answers include: “T don't
know,"” “I don’t remember.” “Abuul 4 month ago.”

The fact that the order in which publications are
presented to the respondent has a sirong inHuence
on answers is a defnite indication that either the
reader runs short of memory or the investigator
runs short of patience during the interview. Rely-
ing on the respondent’s memory as to whether he
has looked at an issue during the last 30 days cer-
tainly does not seem o be a safe method for oblain-
ing the [acts. .

The only logicil conclusion, given the weak-
nesses of the two assumptions, is to reject the IPA
research lechnique, particularly as applied to
monthly publications.

The editorial interest technique involves show-
ing the respondent a parriculat issue of the maga-
zine and then asking him whether he has looked
at it. Here, » reader is “any person who, after going
through an issue with the interviewer, stales that
he is sure that he has looked into that issue some
time previous to the interview” (Politz, 1953, p.
157). "L'he advantage of this technique as compared
with the IPA one is thay it eliminates the “audience
replication” problem and it allows the study of
audience acrumnlation,

¥rom a theoretical point of view, che edjtorial in-
terest technique raises less serious criticisms than the
IP'A one, One problem is that « [airly recent issue
may nut have built up its {ull audience, although,
on the other hand, if an issue is o old, some read-
ers may have [orgouen abour reading it. This
method also relies on the respondent’s memory, but
experience shows that a reader can remember for
several months whether he looked at a particular
issue, even though he may not remember exactly
when. The real drawback of the editorial interest
interview is that it involves handling a prohibitive
number of specimen copies when the survey covers
several publications,

A major advantage ol using direct questions on
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rending habits is that it makes for a much simpler in-
terview. Instead of a long drawn out session which
strains the investigator's patience and the reader's
memory, very simple questions are asked which
every respondent (except perhaps sophisticated
media researchers) can readily answer. Since no
bulky material is needed to help the respoudent’s
meinory, questions on reacding habits can cover a
lurge number of magazines in the same intervicw.

METHOD

An experimental study conducted by the El-
vinger Agency on four French weeklies used direct
quesrions an reading habits and cditorial incerest
technique questions on the reading of particular
issues. Thus we could check the reliability of the
answers given on direct questions about reading
habilts.

In the spring of 1861, 640 housewives (out of an
original sample of 750) in a city in Northern
France were interviewed three times on four popu.
lar weekly magazines (one general interest, two
women’s, and one romance magazine). Each inter-
view concerned three particular issues (threc, foun,
and five weeks old) of each of the four magazines.
The firgh wave was March 13-19, the second April
17-23, and the third May 22-28.

The purpose of the survey wius to measure audi-
ence accwnulation up to nine issues, lor each
weekly. We defined a reader as “any person who,
after going throvgh an issue with the interviewer,
states that he is sure he has looked into thal issue
some time previous to (e interview.” Bur before
asking this question on the particular issues sub-
veyed, the interviewer first asked, for each mapa-
zine, a direct question on yeading habits: "Do youn
regularly, occasionally, or never read Magazine X3
Each housewile was then questioned on each of the
12 issues.

RESULTS

Besides obtaining information on audience ac-
cumulation, we were able to compare the answers
on reading habirs with the number of issues read.
Brielly, we found:

1. Respondents gave reliuble or stable statements on their
reading habits.

2. Reported reacding habiwr clusely npreed with behavior,

3. "Average issue” audience could be estimated [rom read-
ers’ statements on reading habits,

4. Through simulativn, ststements on reading habits could
be used o predict future sudience

As to the reliability of respondents’ estimates, for
each magazine the number of persons claiming to
be regular or occasional readers varied slightly from
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one wave to the other, over the five weeks between
each wave, whereas actual readership of the maga-
zine showed wider fluctuations from issue 1o issue.
The average variation between waves in the num-
ber of “regular” readers was 2.4 per cent, “occa-
sional” readers 4.7 per cent, “nonreaders” 1.4 per
cent, and for actuzl readers of a particular issue
8.2 per cent.

Tahle 1 presents a crass-analysis on Magazine H
that enables us to check the reliability of cach per-

" son's answers across two waves. The proportion of

housewives giving the same answer on reading
habits across two waves averaged 78 per cent over-
all for Maguzine H (77 per cent between waves one
and two, 80 per cent between wives two and three,
79 per cent belween waves one and three). For the
other magazines this overall propotton reached
90 per cent (Magazine N), 81 per cent (E), and 84
per ccnt (B)

Tante 1
MAGAZINE. H—=REPORTED READING HABITS
Read:
“Regu- “Ocea-
Lurly"  sionally’  “Nevey” Total

Wave 1 Waye 2
“"Regularly™ 65 9 8 77
“"Qccasionally™ 10 192 7%} 265
“Never™ 4 63 237 204
Total 79 264 305 G486

Wave 2 Wave 7
“Regularly” Gl 15 3 79
“Qecasionally” 7 200 37 264
"Never” 2 46 255 303
Tolzl 70 261 315 640

. Wavel Wave 1
“Regulayly” : 63 4 k| 10
“Occasionally” 14 198 Bt 261
Never” —_ GB 247 315
Total 7 265 a4 646

Table 2 presents a similar cross-analysis, only this
one is designed to check the reliability of each in-
dividuals reading behavior {actual number of is-
sues read) vis-d-vis the same magazine, Tor Maga-
zine H, the percentage of housewives who read the
same number of issues on two waves was 69 per
cent averall (and 65 per cent in cach of the three
comparisons).

Respondents had three choices on reading habits
(regularly, occasionally, never) but four choices on
reading behavior (0, 1, 2, 3 issues read). We there-
fore considered only three types of reading be-
havior {0, 1 or 2, & issues vead), in order to make
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TAsLE 2
MAGAZINE H—NUMBER OF JISSUES READ
3 2 I ¢ Tolal

Wavel : Waye 2

3 56 8 3 8 75

Z 10 12 15 19 56

1 6 10 25 33 74

0 15 16 58 852 441
Total 87 46 101 412 646
Ware 2 Wave 3

3 57 17 8 10 87

2 11 13 12 10 48

1 5 11 24 bR 101

0 9 13 3 - 353 412
Total ] B7 76 431 646
Wave 3 Wave 1

3 52 9 B 1% B2

bJ 8 20 13 16 57

1 G 9 13 19 ki3

0 10 18 4) 363 431
Tortal 75 56 74 441 644

2 valid comparison between the reliability of an-
swers on readiog habits and those on reading be-
havior. This being done, the proportion of house-
wives showing consistent reading behavior over
two waves reached 73 per cent (Magazine H), 91 per
cent (N), 80 per cent (E), and 87 per cent ().

Thus statements on reading habits appear to be
as reliable as reading behavior. Whether we con-
sider respondents’ estimates of their own reading
habits or their “acwal” reading behavior, the rc-
sults valid for the period of the survey can just as
soundly be projected into the future in one case
as in the other.

There is close agreement between reading habits
and belavior. Table 3 shows the number of issues
read by respondents claiming to be “regular,”
"occasional,” or “monreader’ 4t onc wave Or un-
other. Reading behavior differs widely from class
to class but is fuirly similar within ¢ class, Table 4
indicates the average number of issues read by each
group for cach magazine. Note that the behavior
of the occasional reader and nonreader varied [airly
widely from magazine to magazine. For Magazine B,
the occasional reader read 1.2 issues; for Magazine
N, 27 issues, Schyberger (1963) also found that
respondents’ cstimates varied considerably depend-
ing on the magazine. For cxample, he found that
“seldom’ meant reading five our of 12 issucs lor
one magazine and only three out of 12 for another”

{p- 3%). ]
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‘TADLE 3
NUMDLR OF ISSUES READ, BY READING HABITS

Magazine:
FRead: H N E B Average

%

“Regularly" o 2 - 1 1 —_
1 2 3 5 2 9

2 1 —_ 4] 2 1

3 7 7 a 19 4

4 4 1 2 5 2

L} 7 3 14 3 3

& 39 24 23 23 14

7 12 12 il 5 4

8 B4 ] 26 2 8

9 118 180 145 82 G2

226 236 244 144 100

“Occasionally” ¢ 216 60 206 167 35
1 181 38 114 83 21

4 106 26 112 4 14

3 72 17 70 35 10

4 61 20 42 10 7

5 62 12 26 6 iy

G 46 9 29 12 5

7 18 5 4 7 2

& 17 15 4 1 -2

9 11 9. 2 2 1

790 211 609 367 100

“Never™ 0 718 1413 936 1,208 88
1 105 a7 70 H ]

2 58 13 35 2% 2

5 26 1B 26 21 2

4 4 1 1 3 —

b 6 L1 ] — 1

G 5 3 ] 4 1

7 — 1 — — —

8 —_ - — — —

9 —_ —_ — —_ —

922 1491 1,085 1,427 100

Since the reading habits were so closely related 1o
reading behavior, it seemed advisable to try to con-
struct a model in. which each class of readers would
be assigned a particular reading probability. From
the dara, the following probability seale was devised:

probability of reading
average issue

“regular” reader .89
“occasional” reader 24
‘nonreader” 02

‘This scale’s reliability is questionable because of
the large variation on issues read by occasional
readers (1.2 for Magazing B; 2.7 for N), and be-
cause it does not seem reasonable to give any read-
ing probability (above zero) to a “nonreader.”
These weaknesses could be alleviated somewhat by
using a four-level scale in which we rteplace “oc-
casionally” with “quite often” and “seldom,” thus
producing more homogeneous groups, With this
further breakdown, those answering "never” should
have a nil reading probability.
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'TADLE 4

AVERAGE NUMBER OF ISSUES REAT
(Ninp Twues)

Magazine:

Read: H N E 8 dvcrage
“Regularly" 7.8 8.2 T 7.1 T
*Occasionally" 23 27 19 12 2.0
“Never” 04 0.1 0.5 0.2 0.2

The avdience of an average issue of a magazine
could be estimated by:

A=aX 4 bY 4 cZ

where A is the estimated number of readers of an
average issue; X represents the nuuuber of “regular”
readers; Y xepresents “quite often” readers; Z repre-
sents “seldom” readers; and a, b, and ¢ are prob-
ability [actors.

The present data cover three rather than four
classes, s0 ¥ and Z were replaced by T (“occasional”
readers) in this formula:

A =089 4.024T

Table 5 compares audiences estimated by this
formula based on reading habits with audiences
measurcd by the editorial interest techmique. In
eight out of 12 cases, the [ormula estimate falls
within the range of variation for the sudicnce of
the individual issues obrained by the editorial
interest method. 'The deviation between the
formula estimates and theé average audience of the

TABLE 5
AVERAGE AUDIENCE ESTIMATES: READING HABITS
FOQRMULA V8. EDITORIAL INTEREST METHOD
(Nine Xssues)

Farmulg Editarial

Magazine: {(0.89X - 0.24T) Interest Methed
H Wave ] 216 209 228 200
Wave 2 . 219 211 988 204

Wave 3 20.3 226 257 212

Average 24 221

N Wave 1 139 167 153 4.2
Wave 2 139 1.2 17.0 70

Wave 3 18.5 141 150 146

Average 128 154

E Wavel 19.5 15.2 197 189
Wave 2 20.3 17.6 186 233

Wave § 192 198 155 204

Averags 196 18.8

B Wave | 144 8.8 Il0 9o
Wave 2 I1.6 104 102 a0

Wave 3 12.1 165 118 09

Average 116 10.9



e

nine issues averages 9.2 per cemt, whereas the
average deviation bewween the audience of u par-
ticular jssue and the average audience of the ninc
issues is 8.2 per cent. In other words, the rough
formula is about as accurate as relying on a mcas-
urement ol only cne particular issue.

In judging its overall accuracy, we must note
that some anomalies occur with the reading habilts
technique, such as when we get "nonreaders” who
have read several of the nine issues. But the other
interview techniques suffer from the same weak-
nesses; according to Belson's studies among the 9.2
per cent who were classcd as yeaders of monthly
magazines according to the TPA technique, 8.6 per
cent should have been classed as monreaders
Among the 90.8 per cent classed as nonreaders ac-
cording to the IPA technigue, 9.6 per cent should
have been classed as readers,

As 10 the editorial intervest techmique, in 2.3 per
cent of the cases the housewives were not sure
whether they had leoked into the issne, and rhus
these 2.3 per cent were counted as nonreaders, This
percentape of doubtful answers shows that the
editorial interest technique, ac Jeast as applied to
French housewives, is not absolutely accurate.

\c b
Simulation

Suppose we were to interview a gifted individual
with a perfect memory. This individual could tell
us which maguzines he read in 1963, giving the pub-
lication dates of each magazine. Suppose further
that we could Interview a representative sample of
10,000 such individuals and determine their entire
readership for 1963,

Now with this information on punched caxds, an
advertiser who had run a magazine campaign in
1963 could determine the number of people who
could have been exposed to 0, 1, 2, 3...n
advertisements. If the advertiser is interested only
in some segment of the readers, suy some demo-
graphic and socio-cconomic subgroups, them he
could obrtain 2 detailed analysis of the coverage of
this smaller “useful” population.

We could predict the coverage for a different in-
serrion schedule or diflerent publications, If, for
example, the advertiser estimates that a reader must
be exposed to six advertisements to be reached
effeclively, then we could compare different
schedules on the basis of the number of useful
readers “ellectively reached.”

Our sample of 10,000 "perfect memories” may
inform us perfectly ahout the past, but it can pre-
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dict the futurc only in so far as the future is similar
to the past. That is, behavior patterns wust be re-

- garded as relatively stable, as forming readership

habits. It is by presupposing that some people read
Paris-Match morc or less regularly and other people
have the habit of not reading it that we ¢an use a
1968 Paris-Mutch audience survey to determine the
1964 audience. But these habits are not fixed, They
may change slowly, but they change.

In spite of this change, we could vse the 1963
figures to obtain fairly adequate estimates for 1964.
If we can assign to each type of 1963 reading habit
a reading probability for a particular issue in 1964,
then we could create the set of punched rards
needed for simulation. Suppose that reading a
publication “regularly” means that the respondent
reads, on the average, nine out of ten issues, ie., a
90 per cent probability of reading a given issue. For
"quite often suppose that he reads one out of three
issues, i.e, a 33 per cent probahility; “seldom”
would correspond 10 a 10 per cent probability; and
“never” would have a zere probability.

Now take someone who says he reads Elle regu-
larly, Jours de France quite ofien, and Confidences
seldom. Trom the 52 issues of Elle in 1964, we
choose, using a table of random digits, the issues
that this Individual is going to read, having so
arranged it that cach issue has a 90 per cent chance
ol being drawn. We do the same for the 52 issues
of Jours de France, giving cach issue a probability
of 33 per ceny, and Confidences, giving each issue a
probability of 10 per cent.

‘When we have done the same for 10,000 indi-
viduals, we will have a set of 10,000 cards on which
a yeur's readership is punched. Then we can analyze
any insertion schedule in Elle, Jours de Frence,
Confidences, and any other publication covered by
the survey.

An important capability of simulation is that al-
though it only approximates the truth with respect
to one individual’s behavior, through the law of
games of chance this risk of error dirinisbes rapidly
when one considers the larger group, With a sample
of 10,000 this risk is comparable with that due o
changes in reading habits!

CONCLUSIONS
Xet us vepeat the principal hypotheses and guide-
lines we have had to accept for our direct approach:

1. Reported reading habits can be transposed
into reliable probabilities.
2. 'To be effectively reached, each prospect must
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have a cerrain minimum number of opportunitics
to sce the ads. We do not know if there is a thresh-
old where one passcs smartly from ne effectiveness
1o full effectiveness. Nor do we know how 1o deter-
mine this threshold, nor whether it is the same [or
all people.

3. We have been concerned only with opportu-
nities to see—not with how these opportunitics
might be converted inte ads actvally seen.

4. ‘W have had to ignore the influence of format
or color on the outcome of an opportunity to sec,
and the influence of the publication iwself on the
communication of an advertising message.

We do not pretend thar the problem of-optimiz-
ing a media schedule i$ almost solved by the simula-
tion rechnique snggested. But it scill would be an
imporiant accomplishment to be able Lo cstimate
the number of readers of the average issue of each
magazine and 1o analyze a magazine media sched-
ule in terms of coverage and freguency. To this
end, the following procedure is proposed:

1. Conduct several audience surveys on particu-
lar Issues of various magazines with the editorial in-
terest techmique, Begin the interview with direct

questions on the reading habits: “Da you usually
read this magazine, regularly, quite often, seldom,
or never?”

2. Amalyze (e data su as  arrive al & weight or
probability factor on reading zn average issue for
each of the foyr reading habilts.

3. Ask only direct questions on reading habits in
subsequent surveys. The audience of an average
issue would be estimated by a [ormula based on the
number of respendents who “regularly,” “quite
often,” “seldom,” and “mcver” read the publica-
tion, Simulation would be used to analyze a media
schedule in terms of coverage, frequency, and du-

Plicarion among media.
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There is a hievarchy of facts; some have no reach; they teach us nothing but themselves.
«+ « There are, on the other hand, facts of great yield; each of them teaches us a new
lnw. And since a chuice must be made, it is to these that the scientist should devote himnself.
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