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Since the dawn of broadcasting, and especially in the past decade, Americans 

have turned their attention from local to more distant sources of news and entertainment.  

Integrated markets offer more numerous and more varied shows, and they allow 

consumers to watch content that better matches their preferences.  A globalized media 

world has brought American football to Europe, Japanese anime to Latin America, and 

Mexican soap operas to the United States.  At the same time, the availability of these 

products reduces the consumption of local news, not only because some consumers prefer 

national and global content to local information but also because local media products 

that lose a significant number of consumers are forced to cut quality, and they may even 

cease to exist if their audience falls below a critical threshold.  For these reasons, some 

scholars claim that the rise of integrated media markets undermines local civic 

engagement (Putnam, 2000). 
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Against this backdrop, many regulatory agencies, including the Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) of the United States, seek to protect local media 

and promote localism, for instance by limiting ownership concentration.1  However, 

localism is only desirable if there are in fact positive spillovers from the provision of 

local content that can help justify the loss of private welfare that integrated media 

markets would provide. 

In this paper we propose a simple test for the existence of spillovers from local 

news programming, asking if the presence of local television news affects civic behavior.  

The ubiquity of local news programming across all US metro areas makes it impossible 

to study its effects on the general population.  In contrast, the availability of Spanish-

language news has increased considerably in recent years, providing us with an 

experiment to study the effect of local news on one important measure of civic 

engagement, voter turnout in local elections. 

Our results indicate that Hispanic turnout is more than four percentage points 

higher in markets with Spanish-language local television.  Local news targeted at 

Hispanics has no effect on the participation of non-Hispanics and, as one would expect, a 

significantly smaller effect in years with a presidential race.  We conclude that, for the 

case of Spanish-language news, the spillovers from local media to local civic engagement 

appear to be fairly important, and they provide a basis for the continued pursuit of 

regulatory policies that promote localism. 

                                                 
1 In the words of former FCC Chairman Michael K. Powell, “fostering localism is one of this 
Commission’s core missions and one of three policy goals, along with diversity and competition, which 
have driven much of our radio and television broadcast regulation during the last 70 years.” 
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This study links the literature on entry in differentiated product markets with 

recent models of political economy.  During our study period, Hispanics have 

increasingly gained access to Spanish-language media content because they now form 

groups that are large enough to make the production of local news economically feasible 

in many markets.  The pattern documented in this paper is not specific to Hispanics.  For 

instance, black-targeted radio stations are only available in markets with many black 

citizens (Siegelman and Waldfogel, 2001), and blacks are more likely to read newspapers 

in cities with a larger black share of population because these newspapers report more 

frequently about issues of interest to blacks (George and Waldfogel, 2003).  Thus, the 

present study adds to the evidence that, in the presence of significant fixed costs, markets 

tend to underserve small or spatially dispersed groups of consumers with uncommon 

preferences (Waldfogel, 2003).  Our findings also add to the growing literature on the 

importance of media content for political participation (Strömberg, 2004; Olken, 2006; 

DellaVigna and Kaplan, 2007; Gerber, Karlan and Bergan, 2007; George and Waldfogel, 

2007).  For example, Gentzkow (2006) documents that up to half of the decline in U.S. 

voter participation since the 1950s may be attributable to the spread of television.  Our 

results suggest that this decline is not a TV effect per se but the result of individuals 

watching shows that contain little political information. 

The paper proceeds in four sections.  We first introduce our data.  In section 2, we 

show how the availability of Spanish-language local television news depends on the size 

of the local Hispanic population.  We report our results in section 3 and section 4 

concludes. 
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I. Data 

The data for this study are drawn from four sources: the Current Population 

Survey’s Voting Supplement (1994-2002); direct collection of information on the 

availability of Spanish-language local television news in US metropolitan areas; data on 

TV viewing from Scarborough, a media research firm; and demographic information 

from the 1990 and 2000 US Census.  Specifically, we have a panel for the even-

numbered years between 1994 and 2002 on the number of stations offering local news in 

Spanish for all US metro areas, and individual-level voter turnout data and socio-

economic characteristics from the CPS.  The metropolitan areas in our sample contain 85 

percent of the US Hispanic population in 2000. 

We gathered our list of stations broadcasting news in Spanish from the Telemundo 

and Univision websites.  We contacted each of the 50 stations to learn if they broadcast 

local news and when they began doing so.  In 1994, there were 14 metro areas with 

Spanish-language local news, containing 63 percent of the Hispanics in the sample (see 

table 1).  By 2004, this number had increased to 25, and these 25 areas contained 76 

percent of the sample Hispanic population. 

To examine why the availability of local news in Spanish increases Hispanic 

turnout, we turn to data collected by Scarborough.  We have a nationally representative 

cross section of consumers who recorded their television viewing for each half-hour 

segment during survey weeks in late 1999 and 2000.  We use the TV Guide publication 

to determine which respondents watch local news, both in Spanish and in English.  

Because Scarborough also collects information on participation in elections, we can 

directly link the consumption of local news to voting tendencies. 
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II. Availability of Spanish-Language Local News 

In our approach, we assume that the availability of local news in Spanish reflects 

the size of the Hispanic population.  Table 2 explores the determinants of markets adding 

local news in Spanish during our study period.  The likelihood of receiving at least one 

more station that provides news is related to the size of the Hispanic population but 

unrelated to the non-Hispanic population.  Adding socio-economic characteristics that are 

predictive of participation in elections, we find no evidence that these characteristics 

drive the provision of local news in Spanish (column 2).  In model (3), we replace the 

indicator for the provision of news in Spanish with the number of stations that add such 

programming during our study period.  The results are unchanged.  Our estimates imply 

that the Hispanic population needs to reach a size of at least 350,000 for the probability 

of having Spanish news to exceed 50%. 

 

III. Spanish Local News and Voter Turnout 

A. Empirical Strategy 

We are interested in determining whether the availability of Spanish-language 

local television news (HLN) affects Hispanic voter turnout.  Our basic model is 

(1) imm
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In equation (1), Vimt is a dummy indicating if individual i who lives in metro area m voted 

in the election at time t.  HLNmt shows whether the area has Spanish-language local 

television news.  δH indicates the respondent is Hispanic, and Xit contains characteristics 

of the individual (income, education, age, gender).  t is a time trend, which we implement 
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as year fixed effects.  µm indicates the metro area, and εim is an error term.  We expect αH 

to be positive because the availability of local news in Spanish reduces the cost of 

obtaining political information.  For instance, in the 2004 election, only 2.5% of English-

language stories mentioned Hispanic issues.  By contrast, 31% of all election stories aired 

in Spanish discussed Latino issues.  In Los Angeles and New York, Spanish-language 

stations also aired more information about voting issues such as polling locations and 

registration procedures (Kaplan, Goldstein and Hale, 2005; Hale, Olsen and Fowler, 

2006).  Because non-Hispanics do not watch Spanish-language local news, we expect α 

to be zero. 

In linking the availability of Spanish-language local news to political 

participation, we are particularly concerned about three sources of unobserved 

heterogeneity.  First, the tendency of individuals to vote may be related to unobserved 

area factors, for example the ease with which persons can travel to the polls.  We address 

this issue by including metro fixed effects in our models.  Second, Hispanics might 

become more interested in politics over time, and this growing interest could be 

correlated with the introduction of local Spanish news.  We address this problem by 

including group-specific year fixed effects in model (1).  Finally, Spanish-language local 

news might be selectively offered in markets in which Hispanic interest in politics 

happens to surge.  We test this conjecture by comparing αH across local and presidential 

elections.  Turnout increases by more than ten percentage points when the president is 

elected.  In national contests, local news plays a lesser role because voters’ attention 

shifts to the presidential race and the national media, implying a decline in αH.  In 

contrast, if αH merely proxied for unobserved variation in Hispanic political acculturation 
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across markets and time, we would expect local news to have a similar impact in all 

political contests.  Thus, we identify the effect of interest from a triple-difference: we ask 

how changes in the difference between Hispanic and general voting tendencies that are 

due to the availability of local news in Spanish vary across local and national political 

contests. 

 

B. Results 

The changes in voting patterns that drive our results can readily be seen in the raw 

data.  Hispanic participation increased by 10 percentage points and 8.9 percentage points 

in markets that added Spanish-language local news after the 1994 and the 1998 elections, 

respectively.  This compares to an increase of 3.5 percentage points in markets without 

local news in Spanish and a decline of 2 percentage points in markets that had local news 

prior to 1994.  To see whether these changes are in fact linked to the introduction of local 

news in Spanish, we present probit estimates of equation (1) in table 3.  Hispanics are less 

likely to vote than other citizens (-22.7%) but the introduction of local news in Spanish 

significantly decreases this difference (-8.2%).  Importantly, local Spanish news has no 

effect on non-Hispanic voting tendencies.  As expected, the effect of Spanish local news 

is smaller in presidential years. 

While increases in the size of the Spanish-speaking community encourage the 

provision of local news, its size may also have a direct effect on participation rates.  For 

example, a sufficiently large local Hispanic population may facilitate the existence of 

other institutions, such as clubs or political organizations that can boost voter turnout.  If 

these organizations are more effective in local than in national elections, their presence 
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could explain our results.  In models 2 and 3 of table 3, we control for the effect of 

Hispanic population, allowing it to vary across groups.  In model 3, we also include 

personal controls.  Accounting for these socio-economic characteristics reduces the 

difference between Hispanic and non-Hispanic voting tendencies but our basic results 

remain unchanged: the introduction of local Spanish-language TV increases Hispanic 

participation by 5.1 percentage points in local elections.  There is no significant increase 

in presidential years. 

Models 4 and 5 in table 3 report the results for two robustness checks.2  In (4), we 

allow the effect of Hispanic population to vary by year, accounting for the possibility that 

it might be more important in non-presidential years.  Specification (5) accounts for the 

possibility that voting trends may have evolved differently in states that added Spanish-

language local news.  The reported results are consistent with our earlier findings. 

 

C. Mechanism 

A key premise of our approach is that Hispanics are better able to access political 

information that is relevant to them if they live in a market with local news in Spanish.  

For this story to be plausible, we should observe that Hispanics tune in to news in 

Spanish where such programs are available, and this increased consumption should in 

turn lead to increases in local turnout.  In this section, we document these changes, using 

data from Scarborough.  We have data for a single survey period, during which 178,784 

individuals reported when they watched TV. 

                                                 
2 We thank the referees for suggesting these specifications. 
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In table 4, we compare the consumption of local news for Hispanics and Non-

Hispanics in markets with and without local Spanish-language news.  Only 0.4% of non-

Hispanic respondents watch news in Spanish.  In contrast, many Hispanics prefer to 

receive local news in Spanish.  While 61.8% of those who live in media markets without 

news in Spanish watch local news in English, this fraction drops to 41.2% in markets 

with Spanish news.  About a quarter of Hispanics reports that they watch their local news 

in Spanish.  Overall, there is a modest but statistically significant increase in the share of 

Hispanics who watch any type of local news in markets with news in Spanish (+1.7%).  

Interestingly, Hispanic news consumption actually falls in markets with local news when 

measured as the number of half-hour segments that respondents watch (-0.6) or the 

fraction of news that is offered in a market (-9.4%).  One likely reason is that the supply 

of news in Spanish is much more limited than the supply of news in English (weekly 

means are 3.3 hours and 16.1 hours, respectively).  Although Hispanics have far fewer 

shows to choose from, and these shows may or may not be aired at times that are 

convenient for respondents, table 4 shows that Hispanics watch about 25% of the shows 

that are aired in their market.  This fraction is not substantially different from the one for 

Hispanics and non-Hispanics living in markets without Spanish news.  In sum, the data 

suggest that any effect of news in Spanish on voting tendencies is likely to be driven by 

the quality, not by the quantity of local news that prospective voters consume.  Where 

Spanish news is available, Hispanics desert shows in English, and they end up watching 

fewer news segments, presumably because of the limited supply of news in Spanish. 

Scarborough asks respondents if they participate in elections: “How often do you 

vote in local (national) elections?”  Responses are “never,” “sometimes,” and “always.”  
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Our dataset includes 25,534 Hispanics who are registered to vote.  For these respondents, 

we can directly relate the consumption of news to participation in local and national 

elections.  In table 5 we report the resulting ordered probit estimates.  We have data on 

respondents’ income (15 indicators) and gender, which we add as controls to all models.  

We cluster standard errors on local media markets (66 markets). 

In model (1) of table 5, we test if markets with news in Spanish have increased 

voting tendencies.  As before, we are concerned that the supply of these shows is not 

random and that Telemundo and Univision offer local news in markets where consumers 

have significant political interests, leading us to misattribute increases in participation to 

TV consumption.  As the insignificant estimate indicates, this appears not to be the case. 

In model 2, we add the weekly number of hours that respondents spend watching 

local news in Spanish.  News consumption bears a positive relationship to participation in 

local elections.  The coefficient implies that for every additional news segment, the 

likelihood of not voting falls by 1.4%, the likelihood of voting sometimes declines by 

1%, and the probability of always voting increases by 2.4%.  We can directly compare 

these estimates to the effectiveness of news in English (model 3).  The estimated 

coefficient on Spanish news is more than three times as large as the coefficient on news 

in English.  News consumption in both languages increases participation but, among 

Hispanics, this effect is much stronger for Spanish news. 

While these results are consistent with the mechanism that we posit, a remaining 

concern is reversed causality: Hispanics with elevated voting tendencies could be more 

inclined to watch local news.  If we assume that the unobserved inclination to participate 

in elections remains unchanged across different types of elections, we can address this 
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issue by re-estimating our model for presidential elections.  We do this in specification 

(4) and find that local news consumption bears no relationship to participation in national 

elections, suggesting that watching local news is not just a proxy for an increased 

willingness to be politically active. 

 

IV. Conclusions 

We take our results to indicate that Spanish-language news programs boost 

Hispanic turnout by more than 4 percentage points in non-presidential election years, the 

periods when the presence of local news actually changes the kind of political 

information available to Spanish-speakers through television.  Using Hispanics as a 

window into the possible effects of television on political behavior, it appears that the 

effects of television on voter turnout can be quite large and positive. 

With more integrated media markets and a larger variety of programming choices, 

many consumers opt for non-local programming.  While such choices enhance the private 

benefits of media consumption, there is a concern that reduced localism undermines civic 

engagement.  Exploiting variation in the cost of accessing information about local 

politics, we find support for this concern.  Hispanics without access to local television 

news are significantly less likely to participate in elections than Hispanics with access to 

news in Spanish.  At least for the case of Spanish-language news, the spillovers from 

local news to local civic engagement appear to be real, and they provide some 

justification for the continued pursuit of regulatory policies that promote localism. 
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Table 1: Growth in Metro Areas with Spanish-Language Local Television News 
 None One Station Two Stations 
1994 251 9 5 
1996 249 11 5 
1998 246 13 6 
2000 244 12 9 
2002 240 14 11 
Notes: In our sample period, local news in Spanish were introduced in markets located in California, Colorado, Florida, 
Maryland, Nevada, Texas, Utah, Virginia, and West Virginia. 
 

Table 2: Entry of Spanish-Language Local Television News (1994-2002) 
 (1) (2) (3) 
 News Entry

(indicator) 
News Entry
(indicator) 

News Entry 
(number of stations) 

Log of Hispanic Population 0.0123 0.00419 0.0383 
 (0.0060)** (0.0044)* (0.010)** 
Log of non-Hispanic Population 0.00174 0.000704 0.0185 
 (0.0031) (0.0023) (0.017) 
Median Hispanic Income (000)  0.000614 0.00278 
  (0.00067) (0.0029) 
Hispanic share completed college  -0.0894 -0.166 
  (0.082) (0.20) 
Hispanic share over 40  -0.000504 0.0336 
  (0.061) (0.28) 
Hispanic share female  0.125 0.367 
  (0.16) (0.40) 
Constant   -0.00209 
   (0.22) 
Observations 280 280 280 
R-squared   0.14 
In columns (1) and (2), the dependent variable is 1 if the market received at least one additional Spanish-language local news show during our study period.  We 
report probability derivatives.  In column (3), which gives regression coefficients, the dependent variable is the number of new shows.  Standard errors in 
parentheses.   
* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1% 
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Table 3: Voter Turnout and the Presence of Spanish-Language Local Television News 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
 Turnout Turnout Turnout Turnout Turnout 

Hispanic -0.227 -0.225 -0.103 -0.117 -0.107 
 (0.012)** (0.015)** (0.020)** (0.015)** (0.020)** 
Spanish Local News Presence -0.001 -0.004 -0.006 -0.014 0.005 
 (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.010) 
Hispanic x Spanish Local  0.082 0.076 0.051 0.083 0.047 

News (0.011)** (0.015)** (0.016)** (0.010)** (0.017)** 
Hispanic x Spanish Local  -0.035 -0.041 -0.037 -0.027 -0.038 

News x Presidential Year (0.018) (0.018)* (0.019)* (0.011)* (0.019)* 
Log Hispanic Population  0.053 0.060  0.034 
  (0.008)** (0.009)**  (0.009)** 
Hispanic x log Hispanic  0.002 0.013  0.015 

Population  (0.004) (0.004)**  (0.004)** 
Group-specific Personal 
Controls? 

No No Yes Yes Yes 

MSA FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Additional Controls? No No No Hispanic Population 

in 1990 × year FE 
State FE for states with 
new stations × year FE 

Observations 230151 230151 230151 230151 230151

Notes: Probit estimates, with probability derivatives reported.  Personal controls include respondent income (16 indicators) as well as group-specific (Hispanic 
and non-Hispanic) indicators for gender, age and individuals who did not complete high-school.  Robust standard errors, clustered on metro area, are given in 
parentheses. 
* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1% 
.
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Table 4: Patterns of Local News Consumption 
 
Respondents Markets News % watching 

local news 
# segments

watched 
% segments

watched 

w/o news in Spanish  65.9 
(47.4) 

4.1
(5.0) 

27.3
(31.3) 

News in English 63.6 
(48.1) 

3.8
(4.7) 

21.9
(27.0) 

News in Spanish 0.4 
(6.0) 

0.0
(0.2) 

0.3 
(4.7) 

Non-Hispanics 

with news in Spanish 

Any news 63.9 
(48.0) 

3.9 
(4.9) 

18.6
(22.9) 

w/o news in Spanish  61.8 
(48.6) 

3.7 
(4.8) 

24.1
(29.3) 

News in English 41.2 
(49.2) 

2.1
(3.6) 

12.5
(21.9) 

News in Spanish 25.6 
(43.6)) 

0.9
(2.0) 

25.5
(36.1) 

Hispanics 

with news in Spanish 

Any news 63.5 
(48.1) 

3.1
(3.8) 

14.7
(17.8) 

Δ for Hispanics across markets with and w/o
local news in Spanish 

  +1.7 -0.6 -9.4 

H0: Δ for Hispanics = 0 (Prob > |z|)   0.05 0.00 0.00 

Source: Scarborough data, based on 178,784 respondents. 
The variable “% watching local news” is the fraction of persons who report they watch a local news program during a one-week 
period.  “# segments” is the mean number of half-hour local news segments that respondents watch.  “% segments” is the ratio of 
the mean number of half-hours of local news that respondents watch to the number of half-hours that are available in a market.  
Standard deviations are in parentheses.  The last row reports Mann-Whitey U tests comparing the behavior of Hispanic respondents 
across markets with and without local news in Spanish. 
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Table 5: Local News in Spanish and Hispanic Political Participation 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Local elections Local elections Local elections National 

elections 
Market with local news -0.023 -0.024 -0.021 -0.007 

in Spanish (indicator) (0.018) (0.081) (0.083) (0.077) 
Hours watched  0.061 0.072 -0.003 

local news in Spanish  (0.028)* (0.029)* (0.015) 
Hours watched   0.020  

local news in English   (0.004)**  
Demographic controls? Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Observations 25,534 25,534 25,534 25,534 

* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1% 
The coefficients are ordered probits, estimated on a sample of Hispanics who are registered to vote.  
We report robust standard errors, clustered on 66 local media markets, in parentheses.  The dependent 
variable is the response to the question “How often do you vote in local (national) elections?”  There 
are three outcomes: 1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = always.  All models include controls for income (15 
indicators) and gender. 


