
7. 
More Experiments in Readership 

WHAT Goon has this testing done the two papers? If 
you put readership scores on a long chart, you find a 
lot of zig-zags but no impressive gains over the years. 
Like another famous character, by ru~ning as fast as 
we could, we have managed to stay in the same place. 

For a brief illustration, look at the readership scores 
for Wallaces Farmer in March 9, 1940 and January 16, 
1960. 

How many non-readers then and now? 

1940 
1960 

Men Women 

23%, 
18 

20.7% 
24.5 

A look at the 20 year report on non-readers indicates 
a little change. Allow for bad weather, rush seasons, etc., 
and you come out in about the same place. 

[ l 07] 
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What about readership scores? Another small sample 
shows. 

Lead editorial 

1940 "Sell More Lard" 
1960 "What Do Price 

Supports Do" . 

Read Most - Men 

53.3% 

54.5 

"Country Air," for women, in 1960 scored within a 
few points of the 1940 figure. Copy on hogs ran a little 
higher in 1960. 

If you look at the long chart, it seems that the war 
period brought an increase in readership. It brought 
more important news on farm programs, ceilings, etc. 
There was also less chance to get away from home on 
account of gas rationing. 

Crises bring more readership. We don't know what 
the AAA period in the 'thirties would have scored 
since we didn't survey then. A guess is that scores 
would have been high. When everything is going 
smoothly, readership drops. When there is an early 
frost, a drop in the price of hogs or a new farm pro
gram, readership picks up. 

It should be remembered that since 1940, television 
has come into its own. Farmers are getting more maga
zines. The competition for attention is greater. Perhaps 
it is something for a farm paper to have held its own. 

We guess that reading habits have changed even 
though scores have not. Today, for instance, we are 
fairly sure that a good many readers pick up the paper 
for a few minutes, lay it down, then pick it up again 
later. The ideal reader who settles down in his chair 
and reads the paper for two hours is getting scarcer. 

Actually we have no early figures on this, because we 
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didn't start asking this question until a few years ago. 
But in Wallaces Farmer (October 18, 1958), Starch 
found this: 

Less than one-half hour 
One-half hour to less than I hour 
One hour 
One to less than 2 . 
Two to less than 3 . 
Three hours or more 
Not stated . . . . 

19.5% 
26.0 
19.5 
15.0 
14.0 
5.5 
0.5 

Another change probably has come in what is called 
"reading days." If you pick up the paper to read it on 
Monday, that's one day; if you repeat on Tuesday, that 
gives you two days, etc. We have checked this and find 
the average is close to three reading days. 

If you look at a 1940 issue, you may be inclined to 
say that 1960 issues look more readable. For one thing, 
type is larger. 

When we began our surveys in Iowa we were using 
8-point Bodoni on a 9-point slug for narrow measure 
copy- 12½ picas - and IO-point on a 12-point slug for 
full page, 17 pica columns. 

We have stayed by 10 on 12 for the full page copy 
or for any place where we can use a wide line - 17 to 
22 picas. On narrow measure, however, we have moved 
up to 9 on 11. 

The face has changed. In Iowa we shifted from 
Bodoni to Paragon for body type, but found it a little 
weak. A heavier, blacker face seemed desirable. Experi
ments by other people confirmed this view. So we 
moved over to Corona; wide measure, 10 on 12; narrow. 
9 on 11. 
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Wisconsin Agriculturist moved to Excelsior with 
8 on 10 for narrow measure, 10 on 12 for wide, and 
recently shifted to Times Roman with IO-point for 
narrow and 12-point for wide measure. 

Why are we using larger type? The Minnesota Poll 
(Minneapolis Tribune) reports that of its readers, 
seven out of 10 adults wear eyeglasses. In our Iowa 
sample, 62 per cent wear glasses. Some of these glasses, 
moreover, may be the dime store variety. Lighting is 
bad in some farm homes. Thus, it seems that large, 
clear type has an advantage. 

For the most part, we have taken the word of other 
experimenters in this field. We ran one split in \Viscon
sin which threw some light on the use of leading. 

On the editorial page, we ran one version in 10-
point solid and the other in 8-point on a IO-point slug. 
It was interesting to note that several people said, "Why 
test the obvious? Of course the bigger type will get 
more readers.'' 

It didn't. The extra leading made up for the differ
ence in type size. The 8-point came out a little better 
than the IO-point. 

As noted elsewhere, we have run wide (22 picas) 
IO-point against narrow (12 picas) 9-point and couldn't 
find much difference. In a slightly different split, how
ever, we ran IO-point (16½ picas) against 9-point (12 
picas) in a half-page space (Figure 7.1). 

In this split in Wallaces Farmer (January 16, 1960) 
women came out even but men scored as follows: 

Read Some 
Read Most 

A (wide 10-point) 

54% 
. 50 

B (narrow 9-point) 

50% 
41 
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An unchanged ad on the same page gave an edge 
to A (32 to 26) but the Read Some on the sales copy 
was in B's favor - 13 to 17. A breakdown by age on the 
article showed more difference: 

B. 

A (wide l 0-point) 

Men of 50 and up . . 62.2% 
B (narrow 9-point) 

41.9% 

The size of the sub-sample was 37 for A and 43 for 

Women, 50 and over, showed the same preference 
for larger type. There was a similar approval from 
women who had only been to school from one to eight 
years. 

We are inclined to think that the larger type (with 
plenty of white space) may be a help to older people. 
It is possible that younger folks, educated to big type 
in magazines, may also show the same preference. It 
would take more experiments, however, to be sure of 
this. 

One continual argument on the staff is about the 
way dirt copy is to be handled. Is it enough to say, "Do 
this and that for your hogs," quote experiment station 
results and stop? 

Or should we go in the field, interview several farm
ers, quote them and then add experiment station re
sults? 

The second method costs more. Presumably it makes 
the reader feel that the paper is thinking in terms of 
farm people like himself. But is it worth the expense 
and trouble? 

This is a vital issue, but a hard thing to test. As 
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noted in the chapter on illustrations, it seems that 
readers do look for pictures and quotes of people they 
know. But this may be a long time effect. Measuring 
one article, written in different ways, may not be 
enough. 

We have attempted this experiment several times. 
Wisconsin Agriculturist in splits has not been able to 
find that the farm visit and quote method pulled in 
any more readers than the desk copy. 

Wallaces Farmer tried a split (September 20, 1958) 
with personalized dirt copy against desk copy with a 
few quotes and had somewhat different results. 

Heads and leads of the two versions follow: 

A-(Head) "I got my bellyfull of the stuff." 
So says one Iowa farmer. But grain sor
ghum still looks like a good crop. 

(Lead) "I swore last fall that I'd never raise 
grain sorghum again," said . . . 

B-(Head) Harvest sorghum early. 
Better count on using a crop dryer too. 
Sorghum lodges easily soon after frost. 

(Lead) Combine your grain sorghum early and 
dry it, etc. 

In the body of the article A, a few personal touches 
were added to the description of the men interviewed. 
A quoted two farmers not quoted in B. A had 46 lines 
of quotes; B had 27 lines of quotes. 

It should be noted that B wasn't pure desk copy. 
Interviews were used, but not to the same extent as in 
A. 

Men 

Read Some 
Read Most 

A 

54% 
47 

B 

27% 
22 
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Women also had a two to one margin ratio for A. 
Sorghum raisers presumably would be more inter

ested than non-raisers. A had 66.7 per cent Read Most 
for raisers against 50 per cent for B. For non-raisers, A 
had 44 per cent and B 13.7 per cent. 

As usual, the frills counted more with readers who 
were not greatly interested. Sorghum raisers were ap
parently ready to read the article whether or not it had 
quotes and people. 

Space is a problem here, of course. It takes more 
room to get in these personal descriptions, colorful 
quotes, etc. Yet the local angle and the personal angle 
are important. But to work these angles takes staff, ex
pense money and time. 

One series of experiments dealt with the use of 
boxes - whether to put a rule around a box or let 
white space set it off. For example, a box on corn 
supply with an article on the same theme, W allaces 
Farmer (November 5, 1949) used a sample of 98 men 
in A and 97 in B. 

Box -Men 

Read Some 
Read Most 

A (Rule) 
No. 

22 
22 

22.4% 
22.4 

B (No rule) 
No. 

41 
40 

42.3% 
41.2 

The unchanged article copy gave B a 4.5 point ad
vantage on Read Most. The changed box gave B (no 
rule) an advantage of 18.8 points. Allowing for this 
4.5 shift in scores on unchanged A and B copy, we have 
a net advantage of 14.3 percentage points for the box 
without the rule (Figures 7.2, 7.3). 

This was a characteristic response, where the box 
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was closely related to the article and was run at the 
bottom of the page. We found, however, that when the 
box was blown up to a large size with a cut it took on 
the nature of a separate article and the rule made no 
difference. 

Later tests in Wisconsin Agriculturist indicated that 
a box above the head on a two-column article scored 
equally well with or without the rule. 

White space is probably as good as a rule and some
times better since the rule may check the movement of 
the eye. However the unexpected result of the series 
of tests was something else. 

We kept finding out that the box, no matter how 
handled, usually scored lower than the copy it accom
panied and always lower than a good photograph. For 
example, in Wallaces Farmer (March 16, 1957) the 
article in A scored 67 Read Most while the boxed chart 
(more dramatic than the usual box) scored 47 Read 
Most. In B the article scored 69 Read Most and the 
boxed chart 44 Read Most. The box, with or without 
the rule, was no great help to the article. A photograph 
would have done much more. 

Another experiment in Wisconsin Agriculturist 
(November 5, 1955) had the same moral. There was 

a men's score of 80 per cent on the copy and a score of 
56 per cent on the box. Stated in another way, of the 
129 men who read some of the copy, only 87 also looked 
at the box. 

This was a high scoring article ( on Secretary of Ag
riculture Ezra Benson and his policies), and the box 
may have suffered on this account. Yet the purpose of 
the box is to stop the straying eye and coax it into the 
copy. This didn't happen. 
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Our tentative conclusion, therefore, is that the box, 
in any form, isn't likely to do what it is supposed to 
do; namely, draw attention to itself and the article. 
Putting a rule around the box - if at the bottom of the 
page - probably hurts it. 

Today, we rarely use boxes except in the case of 
poll articles where the results are summarized. We even 
have some doubts about this. 

* * * 
Is it worth while running a table of contents near 

the front of the magazine? Wallaces Farmer tried to 
check on this (March 16, 1957) . 

The A section ran an article; the B ran a table of 
contents. Both were two columns (Figure 7.4). 

More people read the article than looked at Con
tents. (Read Some, 65 to 50 for men; 56 to 27 for 
women). But did Contents help the articles it plugged? 

Seventeen plugged articles - Read Some -were 
matched with 17 non-plugged articles. 

Where the articles were not plugged in either A or 
B, the A sample had an advantage of 14.1 percentage 
points. Apparently the A and B samples were not well
matched in this experiment. The plugged articles in A 
had only an 11.5 percentage point advantage over the 
unplugged articles in B. The corrected difference was 
2.6 points. As far as this experiment shows, the plugs in 
the Table of Contents did not help the respective ar
ticles. 

Other experiments with plugs on the cover show 
much the same thing. The cover plug may help to pull 
the respondent into the magazine; it apparently does 
not help the score of the particular article plugged. 

There is one big exception to this. When the cover 
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picture, the head and the caption are linked together 
to plug one article inside, there is evidence that the 
plugged article does gain. 

* * * 
A curious (to an editor) complaint comes up once 

in a while. An advertiser may say that editorial copy 
is too interesting; it diverts attention from the adver
tising. 

Actually any advertiser wants an interesting maga
zine. Otherwise he'd have no readers. But an adver
tiser on page 31 may think that pages one to 29 and 
pages 32 to 100 should be exciting. Only the editorial 
copy on page 30, facing his ad on page 3 l, should be 
dull. (l) 

To any editor, this seems nonsense. But the notion 
pops up once in a while. Roy Eastman in Printers' Ink 
(1951) said, "When you get your ad next to particu
larly absorbing 'reading matter' you just buy yourself 
a handicap, for even your 'visibility' is decreased." 

It doesn't work that way for a state farm paper. We 
used a split on this. Scores are Read Most for editorial 
copy and Any This Ad for the ad. Men's scores are: 

Copy A 
Copy B 

30% 
51 

Ad C 
Ad C 

20% 
32 

Now Ad C was the same in each case; only the edi
torial matter was changed. The editorial copy in B 
happened to be more interesting than that in A. The 
more interesting editorial copy pulled up the ad scores. 

We ran seven splits of this kind, with scores for 
both men and women. Since the copy in each case was 
aimed at men, the men's scores were higher and the re
sults probably more useful. 
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Of the seven men splits, an increase in the score of · 
the editorial matter facing the ad was accompanied by 
an increase in the score of the ad in five cases. In two 
cases, a slight increase in the editorial score was accom
panied by a drop in the ad score. 

With women, the result was the same - five out of 
seven. 

So far as we can tell, therefore, the chances are that 
an interesting article will help the ad next to it. (2) 

My own hunch is that Eastman may have been 
thinking of fiction running from one page to the next. 
If a reader got bound up in the fortunes of Jack and 
Jill, he might overlook the accompanying ad. However, 
when no article is carried beyond the spread on which 
it starts, a reader must lift his eyes and the ad, if attrac
tive, has a chance. 
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Bigger Type for Old Folks 

The articles on the next page are the same except for 
type size and column width. The upper article is set in 
9-point Corona on an 11-point slug and the columns are 
12½ picas wide. The lower article is set in IO-point Corona 
on 12, 16½ picas wide. 

For men, the bigger type seemed to help readership. It 
apparently made little difference with women. 

Age break-downs for men showed a considerable edge 
for the larger type with older men. 

Read Most 

Men of 50 and up . 
Wide, l 0-point 

62.2% 
Narrow, 9-point 

41.9% 

A number of splits in this field give a slight but not 
decisive margin to somewhat larger type. 

Wal/aces Farmer, January 16, 1960 



Figure 7 .1 
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10-point type 
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Figu re 7.2 

Copy Split A 

Read Some, Box 

Men 22.4o/o 

Rule Versus 

White Space 

If you run a box with an 
article, do you put a rule around 
the text or let white space divide 
the box from the rest of the 
copy? 

A series of experiments in
dicates that on copy like tha t 
in Figure 7.2 and Figure 7.3, 
white space does better than a 
rule. 

Wire 
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Figure 7.3 

Copy Split B 

Read Some, Box 

Men 42.3o/o 

On other types of box, there 
seems little difference between 
the rule and no rule. 

Most important is the fact 
that in almost all of the splits, 
the box, no matter how treated, 
scored lower than the accom
panying article. A photograph 
apparently did more to get read
ers for the article than a box. 

Wal/aces Farmer, November 5, 1949 



Figure 7.4 

Read Some 

Men 50o/o 

Women 27o/o 

Does a -Table 
of Contents 
Help Readership? 

In this split, B carried a 
Table of Contents and A ran an 
article on school reorganization. 
The article got more readers 
than the Table of Contents. 

Read Some 

Men 
Women 

Contents 

50% 
27 

Article 

65% 
56 

More important than the 
score is this question: Did the 
plugged articles in Contents do 
better than the unplugged ar
ticles? The answer 1s: No real 
difference. 

Wal/aces Farmer, March 16, 1957 

In this Issue 
March 16, 1917 
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Livestoclc 
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What do we think we have found out in the experiments 
reported in this chapter? Here are some tentative conclu
sions: 

1. It pays to check back once in a while and see if your ar
ticles on a particular subject are scoring as well as they 
did last year, five years ago and IO years ago. Don't feel 
too badly if you haven't gained. Competition is getting 
tougher. If you fall short in any particular area, start 
finding out why. 

2. It costs more to interview and photograph many farm 
people in building up experience articles. We think it 
pays, but it is hard to get adequate evidence. 

3. Personalized copy- details about Jim Smith•- probably 
goes over a little better than copy without quotes and 
case histories. But, remember that the hero of every ar
ticle should be the reader; he should say, "This fits my 
case." 

4. Putting a rule around a box sometimes hurts and some
times makes no difference. The important point here is 
that a box almost never scores as high as a photograph. 
To break up a page, a photograph makes more sense 
than a box. 

5. An advertisement that runs next to a good article is 
likely to benefit. But when readership is high and con
tinuous throughout the magazine, an ad anyplace will 
get readership in accordance with its merits. 




