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All Aboard for Agenda Setting: An Express Look at Commuter Rail,

Need for Orientation and a Local News Source
Abstract
This agenda-setting study found that need for orientation clearly influences news habits. Austin-area residents from four communities were surveyed in the months leading up to a new light rail transit system. As expected, those in communities served by the new rail line were much more likely to seek transit information than those in other communities; and those with that “need for orientation” were more likely to follow the issue in the Austin American-Statesman. Those in the communities served also had much stronger opinions and concerns about the service, especially whether it had adequate space for their needs.
The Study


Nearly five years after Central Texas voters approved $60 million in funding for a single commuter rail line (Wear, 2004), the rail system is still not running despite the cost rising to $105 million (Wear, 2009a). An opening party was planned for Monday, March 30, 2009 – but the inaugural train never rolled because of safety and administrative problems. An opening is now expected in the fall of 2009, although no date was available from Capital Metro as of the agency’s last report August 20 (Wear, 2009b). Still, interest in the 32-mile line from Leander in suburban northwest Austin to downtown is high.

Since January 1, 2009, the Austin American-Statesman ran 18 stories about Capital Metro’s new Metrorail line. While broadcast and alternative media also covered the rail line, especially around the time of the planned opening, coverage in the American-Statesman was more detailed, appeared at regular intervals throughout the year, and offered unique context and analysis from transportation columnist Ben Wear, who penned half the Metrorail articles.
 This 2-part study examined media content to establish the news agenda then compared that with the public agenda via a survey. Of specific interest was the link between interest in the train and use of the American-Statesman. Four communities were studied – two being served by rail (Leander and East Austin) and two not being served (Barton Hills and West Lake Hills).
Results


Response rates and interest were similar across the four communities but there were clear differences of opinion between those in rail-served versus un-served communities (see Table 1). Those in East Austin and Leander were significantly more likely to show interest (χ2=1.092, df=65, p=<.001). The newspaper was the primary news source for residents of all four communities (53%, see Table 1) and respondents who read the paper often followed other news sources as well (46%).
Underserved concerns


Respondents from East Austin were more likely than others to be concerned about finding a seat on the train when it arrives in their community (χ2=21.02, df=20, p<.10), although a number of Leander residents also expressed concern (see Table 2).
Table 1
	Level of interest in rail, by community
	Media source(s) for rail information

	Community
	Zip
	Interest
	News source
	 N
	     %

	West Lake Hills
	78746
	66%
	Newspaper
	41
	53%

	Barton Hills  
	78704
	75%
	Television news
	31
	40%

	Leander  
	78641
	82%
	Capital Metro
	22
	28%

	East Austin
	78702
	94%
	Radio
	19
	24%

	
	
	
	Friend/colleague
	17
	22%

	
	
	
	Other
	5
	6%

	
	
	
	Multiple news
	36
	46%


Table 2

	Responses to, “If you are concerned about access, say why.”

	Leander
	“Leander line is busy and I will use it to/from UT daily”

	
	“Not enough rail cars or tracks”

	
	“I intend to put my bike on the rail. I don’t think there will be enough room”

	
	

	E. Austin
	“I live in East Austin. I believe most commuters will board at northern stations”

	
	“I’m concerned about adequate service to the poor and minority community”

	
	“It has big seats, making me think not enough standing room. **Poor scheduling!!”

	
	“It’s only one line. Need more lines to service more of the area”

	
	“Only four small trains on one rail… need usable transit that can carry tens of thousands every day”


Discussion


There is clearly excitement among Central Texans about having a new transit option, especially in a metropolitan area whose population has grown by one-third in a decade (Austin, 2008). One Leander resident wrote, “I have been looking forward to this for years. I bought a house in Leander with the intention of regularly using the rail.” But there is concern about cost, delays and access. A Northeast Austin resident wrote, “The service will likely be more popular than planned for.” Still others lamented that the rail line won’t serve their communities at all.

The hypothesized agenda setting relationship was partially supported. One-third of respondents named transportation as Austin’s most important problem (Transportation, 33%; growth, 26%; economy, 24%). That differed from the media’s agenda (Economy, 20%, legislature, 19%; health, 10%). Those agendas may share more salience as rail service debuts. For one thing, both local and national legislatures are now in recess; for another, the train debut will increase news coverage of transit.

This study’s central thesis was supported – that need for orientation predicts news coverage. Those who live in communities served by the coming train were very interested in it – enough to monitor the news media (and Capital Metro) for more information. Attention will likely increase as trains begin to run.

Let’s hope excitement doesn’t exceed capacity.
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