
11. 
Subjects That Appeal 

WE HAVE NOTED that selecting subject matter is the 
major task of the editor. If the reader is excited about 
a subject, he'll endure bad writing, small type and un-
attractive layout. · 

To discover the most attractive subject matter, the 
editor can pre-test themes, as suggested in Chapter 10. 

He can also, within limits, rely on past experience 
with readership tests. It is always necessary to remember 
that a subject exciting in 1960 may not be exciting in 
1961, and that a subject full of attraction in November 
may be old and dull the following April. 

One of the most complete studies on subject matter 
was conducted by the Statistical Laboratory of Iowa 
State University in three editions of "InFARMation 
Please" (1947, 1951 and 1955). (1) In each of these 
surveys around 600 farmers and 600 farm women were 
used in a probability sample of Iowa farm operators 
and homemakers. 

The study was designed to find out where farm 
people go to get information. It also showed the kind 
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of farming and homemaking information in which farm 
people were interested. 

In the first study (1947) farm operators were given 
a card listing 11 subjects. Each was asked to "read off 
the five things for which you most often need and use 
information." 

The subjects and the number of farm operators 
choosing each are shown in the summary below: 

Subject 

Handling and feeding livestock 
Market prospects a year or more 

in the future .. 
Advice on present livestock and 

grain markets . 
Corn and other field crops . 
Care and use of farm machinery 
Contouring, terracing, drainage, etc. 
Repairing and constructing barns 
Farm accident prevention 
Keeping poultry 
Corn loans and other federal 

farm programs 

Farm operators choosing 
subject 

No. 

387 

334 

303 
252 
2.39 
201 
176 
155 
126 

82 

Per cent 

69.48% 

59.96 

54.40 
45.24 
42.91 
36.09 
31.60 
27.83 
22.62 

14.72 

Field work was done in the fall of 194 7. This was a 
year farm prices and income were good. Probably for 
that reason the interest in "corn loans and other federal 
farm programs" was low. The editor, thinking of the 
high interest in such programs in the 'thirties, was in
clined to overestimate farm interest in the subjects in 
1947. 

Market outlook ranked high and resulted in some 
changes in copy and in editorial emphasis. Although 
W allaces Farmer had always given special weight to 
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these subjects, it seemed possible that we should do 
even more in that field. 

At the same time, farm women were asked similar 
questions: 

Farm homemakers choosing 
subject 

No. Per cent 

Recipes and meal planning 370 69.42% 
Canning and preserving food 361 67.73 
Patterns, sewing and fashions 322 60.41 
Home improvement 294 55.16 
Keeping poultry 275 51.59 
Health and medicine . 247 46.34 
Kitchen and home equipment . 232 43.58 
Gardening 225 42.21 
Child care 172 32.27 
Beauty care 52 9.76 

There were few surprises here. It looked as if the 
usual concentration on food in Wallaces Farmer was 
justified. We did wonder why the low score on "beauty 
care." Did farm women think it unwomanly to admit 
an interest? 

The next survey of this kind was in November, 
1951. Had times changed? Did farmers and farm women 
have different interests? 

Four choices were given to each farmer. Note the 
top four in the men's list: 

Marked prospects in months ahead 
Fertilizers and rotations . . . 
Handling and feeding livestock 
Weed and insect control . . . 

Farm operators choosinq 
subject 

No. Per cent 

316 
312 
286 
258 

53.5% 
52.8 
48.4 
43.7 
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Fertilizer was coming to the front. The ch€mical 
revolution iri weed and pest control was on the way. 
Corn this time was down to 9th in a list of 12. 

Women had changed less. The top four were the 
same. But "health and medicine" had come up a notch. 
A vote was not taken on "beauty care." 

In November, 1955, another survey was made. The 
top subjects for men were as follows: 

Farm operators choosing 
subject 

Market prospects in the months ahead 
Current livestock and grain markets 
Handling and feeding livestock . 
Price supports, farm legislation, 

social security, etc. . 

No. Per cent 

360 
296 
294 

275 

54.9% 
45.1 
44.8 

41.9 

"Fertilizers and rotations" was m fifth place and 
"weed-insect pest control" in seventh. Observe the 
steady appeal of market information and the rise of 
"price supports, farm legislation, etc." 

Farm income in 1955 in Iowa was still good, but it 
was starting down from the peak. Hogs in Iowa, in 
November, 1955, were down to $11.60. This was quite 
a change from the May price of $1 7 .00 and the peak 
price in April 1954 of $26.40. 

Women's choices stayed about the same with one 
striking exception. "Health and medicine" came up to 
third place. There were 326 women, or 52.4 per cent 
of the total who selected this subject. 

It looked as if Wallaces Farmer was justified in run
ning more copy on price supports and more on health 
and medicine than in 194 7 or 1951. 

A readership survey supported this view. In October 
1, 1955, the readership survey checked a page article 
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entitled "Ask $17 Support for Hogs." The page as a 
whole pulled 87.5 per cent with men. The article had 
a 64.9 Read Most score for men. It also drew a fair 
number of women readers, 28.5 per cent Read Most. 
Women, on this and other occasions, indicated that they 
knew where the money for their new washer was com
ing from - or if it was not coming. 

Readership scores in survey issues underline the 
same points. In Wallaces Farmer (February 4, 1961) 
a page of discussion of market trends and of manage
ment problems pulled 84.5 per cent of the men, with a 
Read Most of 66.5. 

A three-column article on page 72, "Insurance for 
Hospital Bills" got Read Most scores of 28.5 per cent 
with men and 44.0 per cent with women. This article 
was outside the Home Department, aimed at women, 
but also drew some men. 

The importance of timely news was shown in Wal
laces Farmer (November 19, 1960) when a two-column 
Washington Letter, headed "What Will Farmers Get 
From Kennedy" pulled 64 per cent Read Most for men 
and 33 per cent for women. A post-election analysis of 
the farm vote in the same issue got 56 per cent Read 
Most for men and 39.5 for women. (Incidentally, this 
proves again that farm women do a lot of reading out
side the Home Department.) 

The same issue illustrates treatment of a subject of 
interest only to a minority. A two-column turkey article 
got a Read Most for men of 15.0 per cent and 14.5 for 
women. This was a deliberate play to a small group. 

Another example of outlook copy registering high 
came in Wisconsin Agriculturist (April 15, 1961). The 
two-column department "What's Ahead" got a Read 
Most of 68.5 for men and 30.0 for women. 
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A page article appealing to smaller farmers, in the 
same issue, was, "He Farms 60 Acres." This had a page 
score for men of 72.5 and for women of 62.5, with a 
Read Most of 59 per cent and 43 per cent. This article 
was a mixture of farm management and human interest. 
Its main appeal probably was to farmers who were un
certain about the ability of a man farming 60 acres to 
make a living. 

Another Wisconsin Agriculturist (April 2, 1960) 
shows the usual response by farm women to a food ar
ticle. The page score was 92 per cent for women and 
Read Most 71 per cent. A few men, as usual, gave a 
quick glance at the illustration (pancakes) and went on 
hastily. We can get women to read men's articles but 
have a hard time getting men to read women's articles. 
The exception is when the Home Department lead 
deals with family problems and is illustrated by photo
graphs in which men appear. 

Dairymen are a minority in Iowa, just as hog farm
ers are a minority in Wisconsin. So when W allaces 
Farmer (January 16, 1960) devotes a page to dairy farm
ing, a high score is not expected. In this case the market 
was further narrowed by the title, "Stanchions and 
Pipeline Milking" which didn't apply to all dairymen. 
But the page score still was 43.5 per cent for men and 
34.5 for women. Read Most was 22.5 for men and 14 
for women. 

Outlook copy scored high on both papers. An ex
ample is "What's Ahead" in Wallaces Farmer (January 
16, 1960) where the two-column department pulled 76 
per cent of the men and earned a Read Most of 66 per 
cent. Some women, 28 per cent, were also interested. 



Figure 11 . l 

Page Score 

Men 87.5o/o 

Women 47.5o/o 
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When Hog Prices Hurt 

A timely subject will bring the readers in. In 1955, there 
was a sharp drop in hog prices. The Wallaces Farmer Poll 
asked farmers about federal action on hog supports. 

The resulting article was read by both men and women: 

Re a d Most 

Men. 64.9% 
Women 28.5 

The top pictures scored 78.6 per cent with men a'nd 42 
per cent with women. The bottom picture scored 54.8 with 
men and 26.5 with women. 

Wal/aces Farm er, October 1, 1955 
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Better light in the Home 

Figure 11.2 

Page Score 

Men 20.5o/o 

Women 77.0o/o 

Food copy always scores high with women, but so do 
articles built around home improvement. Here is an 
article about lighting the farm home. Women responded 
well; a number of men also read it. 

Read Most score for women was 60.5 per cent. Also 
important was the fact that women of different ages re
sponded about the same way. 

Read Most 

Women 
21-34 years 

50.0% 
35-49 years 

48.6 % 
50 years up 

52.8% 

Women who had gone to. school for eight years or less 
scored as high as women who had gone to high school or 
beyond. 

Wal/aces Farmer, February 4, 1961 
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What does our experience with subject matter add up to? 

I. Hit hard on the major interests of your audience. This 
means hogs and corn in Iowa and dairy cattle in Wis
consin. But try for new material and new angles. A 
dairyman doesn't want to read about cows every issue 
unless the material is timely, fresh and loaded with hu
man interest. 

2. Keep checking on the interests of readers. You know 
that when hog prices drop sharply, interest in hog 
outlook and hog supports will pick up. But other angles 
are harder to figure out. Why, for instance, did wo
men's interest in "health and medicine" pick up? For 
information on some points, you have to dig, use opin
ion polls and pre-tests of subject matter. 

3. Don't forget minorities. In a hog state, you can't give as 
much space to sheep as to hogs, but sheep still are en
titled to some attention. 

4. Farm people are human. Articles on family problems 
score well. And even a dirt copy article gains when the 
problems are stated in terms of Henry Brown of Black 
Hawk County and Jim Jones of Keokuk County. 




