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From Fingertips to Pages: Why Reading Paper Book in the Digital Age

—Empirical Evidence from Chinese Youth

YIN Zhaokai

ZHANG Zhiqgiang

Abstract: Every technological innovation reshapes reading patterns and social order. In contrast to the

decline of newspapers and audiovisual products, traditional printed books have managed to survive in a non-

digital presence. This study investigates the profound motivations behind Chinese youth’s preference for

paper reading in the digital era, examining the key factors that influence their choices and empirically

explaining the continued prevalence of printed books in the digital age. It aims to deepen our understanding
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of the logic underpinning the non-digitized survival of traditional printed books, particularly in contrast to
the decline of traditional media such as newspapers and audiovisual products. Utilizing a mixed research
methods, the research is based on the Push-Pull-Mooring theoretical framework and Perceived Value
Theory, integrating theoretical deduction with focus group interviews to develop a theoretical model of the
factors influencing the youth readers’ willingness to choose paper reading. A questionnaire survey was
conducted, yielding 1090 valid responses, which were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling to test
hypotheses. The findings indicate that reading habits, flow experience value, and social value are the
primary motivations for readers to choose paper reading. Conversely, digital worries, physical experience
value, and functional experience value of printed books do not significantly influence readers’ choices. The
study underscores that digital reading and paper reading are not mutually exclusive; the path dependence of
paper reading serves as an intrinsic driving force for the non-digitized survival of printed books. Youth
engagement with printed medium reflects dual considerations of substantive merit (‘inner value’) and
social presentation ( ‘external image’), valuing both the intrinsic flow experience of paper reading and the
identity and social value it conveys. However, their preference for the physical form of printed books is
largely driven by nostalgic sentiment, with books collecting and exchanging behaviors being more
symbolic. The research proposes that cultivating reading habits, enhancing flow experiences, and further
elevating the social value of paper reading are three critical dimensions for realizing the value proposition of
paper reading among youth. These dimensions provide evidence for the underlying driving force of printed
books’ non-digitized survival and address how printed books can better reach young readers. Furthermore,
the study proposes that understanding how people respond to the impact of digital reading on traditional
reading and reconstructing the value of paper reading has become a question worthy of contemplation.
Whether “between pages” or “at your fingertips”, what remains constant is the value that reading medium and
reading itself can achieve and the psychological needs they fulfill for readers. This timeless principle underscores the
importance of understanding and addressing the evolving dynamics of reading in the digital era.

Keywords: Paper Reading; Digital Reading; Young Readers; Reading Medium
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