9.

The Problem of the Non-Reader

A NON-READER, IN OUR LANGUAGE, IS SOMEBODY who was
exposed to the publication but didn’t read it. He may,
of course, be a reader for one issue and a non-reader for
the next.

One man may have read every issue but the one that
arrived at the peak of corn-picking time. If that issue is
the one we survey, then he is a non-reader. Thus, the
non-reader sample contains folks who never read the
paper, some who read it once in a while and some who
are good readers but just happened to miss this once.

Unsatisfactory as this is, the non-reader sample, ac-
cumulated over many surveys, still may give us some
clues as to what kind of folks are hard to attract. Some
clues are also given about the people who read the paper
once in a while but not regularly.

In both Wisconsin and Iowa, non-reader figures
have been assembled for several years. Older men and
women showed a slightly greater tendency to be readers
as contrasted with younger folks. More time to read
may be more important than failing eye sight.
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Years in school did make a difference. Scores (Wal-
laces Farmer) follow for 1958-60:

Readers Non-readers

Education, men No. Per cent No. Per cent
1-8 grades . . . 358 38.5% 130 53.1%
9 gradesup . . . 571 615 115 469

929 100.0 245  100.0
Education, women No. Per cent No. Per cent
1-8 grades . . . 193 21.3% 96 28.8%
9 gradesup . . . 713 787 237 712

906 100.0 333 100.0

Non-readers were more likely to be found among
men and women with from one to eight years of school-
ing.

In Wisconsin there is a similar picture. With
women, the differences in schooling are not significant.
Men, however, with from one to eight years of school-
ing are more apt to be non-readers.

These results can be looked at in two ways. If we
are thinking about the subscriber of 1970, we want to
be sure we are reaching farm people with high school
education or better. These are the kind of folks we’ll
have in the future. But now and for some time to come,
we’ll continue to have readers who have only been to
grade school. Can we reach them with simpler language,
more pictures, etc. and still not lose readers with more
education?

Mail boxes are flooded with newspapers, farm pub-
lications and general magazines. Is a non-reader one
who is overwhelmed by a full mail box?

In Wisconsin, men taking three or more farm pub-
lications are more apt to fall in the reader than the non-
reader class. The difference is significant.
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Readers Non-readers
Farm papers, men No. Per cent No. Per cent
Wisconsin Agriculturist
only . . . . . . . 92 1L7% 45 22.4%
2 farm papers . . . . 183 234 61 303
3ormore . . . . . . 508 649 95 473
783 100.0 201  100.0

Women showed little difference, though the slight
edge was in the same direction as with men.

In Iowa there was little difference with men, but
women with three or more farm publications were
more apt to be readers than non-readers.

Farm papers are not the only class of publications
to compete for attention. The average farm family
sees two or more general magazines. Does a farmer who
sees Reader’s Digest, or Look or Time stop reading a
state farm paper? Does a farm wife who sees McCalls,
Better Homes and Gardens or Ladies Home Journal
stop reading Wallaces Farmer or Wisconsin Agricul-
turist?

We can’t match the readers of General Magazine A
against readers of Wallaces Farmer. The sample of
readers of General Magazine A is too small. But we can
sort out farm people who take one general magazine;
those who take two and those who take three or more.

In Jowa we find that both men and women who see
three or more general magazines are more apt to be
readers than non-readers of Wallaces Farmer. Here is
the women’s score:

Readers Non-readers
Women No. Percent No. Per cent
1 general magazine . . . 177 19.9% 47  20.49%
2 general magazines . . . 188 2I.1 71  30.7
3ormore . . . . . . b526 59.0 113 489

891 100.0 231 100.0
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In Wisconsin, men showed a slight but not signifi-
cant margin in the same direction. Wisconsin women
are apparently more likely to read general magazines.
Those who took three or more general magazines are as
apt to be non-readers as readers.

Three surveys in Wisconsin checked the effect of a
second language on readers and non-readers. In gen-
eral, a second language seemed to make no difference.

Readers Non-readers
Men, second language No.  Per cent No. Percent
Germanic . . . . . . 127 58.0% 26 65.0%
Scandinavian . . . . . 48 21.9 5 125
Other . . . . . . . 4 201 9 225
219 100.0 40 100.0

It should be noted here that of the whole sample
about one-third had a second language. The table above
has a small sub-sample for non-readers and any conclu-
sion drawn therefore must be tentative. Women showed
no difference between language groups.

Wisconsin Agriculturist ran another test on readers
and non-readers. We asked each farmer to check the
farm enterprise (hogs, dairy, poultry, etc.) from which
he got 10 per cent or more of his income. On dairy
products, beef and poultry, there was no difference.
Farm men and women, however, who had 10 per cent
of their income from hogs seemed to have more non-
readers than one would expect.

Reader Non-reader
Hogs, Men No. Per cent No. Per cent

142 2579 34  38.6%
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This is a small sample and should be observed with
caution. Yet it seems possible that hog raisers may feel
they are under-represented in the Wisconsin Agricul-
turist.

What do all these figures (details in editorial research
files) show?

Both papers seem to be doing fairly well in a com-
petitive situation with farmers who take many farm
papers and many general magazines.

Wisconsin Agriculturist does a little better than
Wallaces Farmer in keeping folks with from one to eight
years of schooling. Yet the main need may be for both
papers to be sure they hang on to farm people with a
high school education or better.

On age groups, the important struggle is to hold
those from 21 to 34 years of age. This is being done
fairly well, but needs constant checking.



Figure 9.1
Copy Score

Read Some

Men 77.5%
Women 46.5%

Converting
Non-Readers

Farm people who have been
to school for only eight years or
less are more likely to become
non-readers than those who have
gone to school longer.

Copy with strong appeal, es-
pecially to those who finished
from one to eight grades, may at-
tract some of these non-readers.

“What’s Ahead” a depart-
ment on market outlook in Wis-
consin Agriculturist, had the fol-
lowing scores for men by educa-
tion:

1-8 9
grades and up
Read Most  64.29% 72.5%

The average Read Most score
for two-column articles in this
issue was 32.1 per cent. So the
64.2 per cent score for those who
finished one to eight grades is
well above the average for this
group.

Wisconsin Agriculturist, September 3, 1960
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Figure 9.2
Copy Score

Read Some

Men 60.5%
Women 20.0%

Hogs May Pull
in Non-Readers

In Iowa, copy on hogs usual-
ly scores high. This baby pig
article, for instance, had a Read
Most score of 52 per cent for
men. The average Read Most
score for 20 articles and depart-
ments in the issue was 36 per
cent for men.

Since those with from one to
eight years of schooling are more
apt to become non-readers than
folks with more education, it
is worth noting that men with
one to eight years of schooling
scored 45.2 per cent Read Most
on this article. Copy with this
appeal may help to make a regu-
lar reader of the subscriber who
is inclined to look at the paper
only now and then.

Wallaces Farmer, February 4, 1961
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