
12. 
Just Getting Read Isn't Enough 

WHEN Wallaces Farmer BEGAN its first readership 
studies in 1938, we could say that a certain number of 
readers of the issue had actually read some or most or 
none of the article on page six or the advertisement on 
page 21. But presently it dawned on us, as on many 
others, that this kind of readership figure wasn't 
enough. 

Fortunately, the readership survey can be handled so 
as to tell us much more. We can find out how reader
ship is affected by age, education and other factors. We 
can even approach a more vital question: What do our 
subscribers think of what they read? 

A reader may go through an article and still wind up 
with a poor opinion of the article and of the magazine. 
High readership may be associated with either favor
able or unfavorable response. How can we find out 
which it is? 

We are using on Wallaces Farmer and Wisconsin 
Agriculturist some simple devices that may give us some 
clues as to what farm readers think of what they read. 

[ 170] 
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We started out with the most obvious of tests. In 
repeated surveys, conducted both by ourselves and by 
the Statistical Laboratory of Iowa State, we have found 
that farmers want practical information on timely pro
duction problems. The perfect tribute to us comes from 
the farmer who says, "I was just going to write you. But 
when I got your paper out of the mailbox, I found you 
had answered the question I had in mind." 

So in the reader-interest survey of the January 18, 
1958 issue of Wallaces Farmer, we prepared a card that 
asked these questions: 

If you read most of the story, "Wet Corn Makes Top Feed," on 
page nine how would you rate this article on the points 
below? 

1. Real practical help for me. 

2. A few things here I can use. 

3. Nothing practical here for me. 

1. Article told about something new to me. 

2. I'd heard about it before, but not as much. 

3. Nothing new in this article. 

In this test, we hoped to find out whether the article 
was of practical help, and also whether some of the in
formation was new. These points, in our minds, weren't 
the same. A farmer could be reminded of standard 
information and still get practical help. 

Interviewers waited until they got to page nine and 
listened to the report of the respondent on that page. 
If he said he had read most of the wet corn article, he 
was handed the card. 
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Here is the response: 
No. Per cent 

Real practical help for me . 32 24.1 
A few things in it I can use . 70 60.1 
Nothing practical here for me 21 15.8 

123 100.0 
Article told about something 

new to me . 29 23.6 
I'd heard about it before, but 

not as much . 80 65.0 
Nothing new in this article . 7 5.7 
No comment . 7 5.7 

123 100.0 

Since this was the first attempt, we weren't sure what 
it meant. What is par for the course? Our guess was 
that the article did pretty well. 

To check again, we took the reader-interest survey of 
Wisconsin Agriculturist (April, 1958). When the inter
viewer got to page 76 and the respondent indicated he 
had read most of the article, "Spray Yellow Rocket in 
Hay Fields," he was given a card which asked him to 
rate the article. Scores for men follow: 

No. Per cent 
Real practical help for me . 20 23.0 
A few things in it I can use . 40 46.0 
Nothing practical here for me 18 20.7 
No comment. 9 10.3 

87 100.0 
Article told about something 

28.7 new to me . 25 
I'd heard about it before, but 

not so much 41 47.l 
Nothing new in this article . 5 5.8 
No comment . 16 18.4 

-
87 100.0 
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To get a little more light on what to expect from a 
"practical help" vote on a dirt copy theme, we asked 
the same questions about three articles in Wallaces 
Farmer (January 17, 1959). The three scored an aver
age vote on "real practical help" of around 38 per cent 
among the men who read some or most of the copy. If 
we measure these enthusiastic readers against the whole 
sample, they made up 25 per cent of the total. 

What kind of men were these enthusiastic readers? 
There were 77 men out of the sample of 200 who voted 
"real practical help" on one or more of the three arti
cles. These enthusiastic readers had slightly more edu
cation, more income, took more farm papers and had 
bigger farms than the non-enthusiasts. 

We had another problem allied to this one. On it, 
we used a similar device. We were running two depart
ments about whose merits we were doubtful. For the 
test, we added a third department whose long-time rec
ord was excellent and on which we had no doubts at all. 

To the folks - both men and women -who read 
some or most of the three departments, the interviewers 
handed out a card which said: 

The editors of Wallaces Farmer are wondering whether to drop 
this department. They'd like your advice. Which of the 
statements below comes nearest to representing your views: 

1. Don't take the department out. I like it very much. 

2. I usually read it, but I could get along without it. 

3. Take it out if you want to. I won't care. 

4. No opinion. 
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We had interviewer trouble on this one. Some inter
viewers didn't present the card to all the Read Somes 
and Read Mosts. But the main disappointment was the 
general amiability of the comments. Very few wanted 
to get rid of any of the departments. The following 
scores list those who said, "Don't take it out." 

Men 
No. Per cent 

Workday Pointers . . . . 103 86.5 

Women 
No. Per cent 

63 80.1 

(This was the strong department, according to other tests.) 
Rural Route Ramblings. . 93 77.5 82 78.8 

(This was the department, humorous in intent, on which 
we had dowbts.) 
Country Air . . 32 80.0 82 85.4 

On this test, all three departments earned the right 
to stay in. However, I'm not satisfied with the answer. 
Maybe our respondents were too amiable. A less brutal 
third choice than "Take it out" might have showed us 
more about farm attitudes. 

We had another problem with the department deal
ing with recipes. Readership scores don't show much 
about recipe reading. Scores are always high. But surely 
there are differences between one set of recipes and 
another. Yet you wouldn't think so from the usual 
scores. 

In the reader-interest survey of Wallaces Farmer 
(January 17, 1959) (Figure 12.6), we had interviewers 

find women who said they had read some or most of 
the recipe column. Then each respondent who had read 
the department was given a card which said: 
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Since you read some or most of this Cookery Corner department. 
I'd like to know a little more about your use of the recipes: 

I. Have you tried out any of the recipes on this page? 
I. Yes 2. No 

9 If Yes, how did the family like the recipe? 
I. .Liked it 2. Didn't like it 3. No comment 

3. Are you planning to use in the future any of the recipes on 
this page? 

I. Yes 2. No 3. Undecided 

A similar study was made in Wisconsin Agricultur-
ist (April 4, 1959). Here are the results for both papers: 

Wallaces Farmer Wisconsin Ag 
No. Per cent No. Per cent 

I. Have you tried out any 
of the recipes on this page? 

Yes 34 24.3 41 26.6 
No. 106 75.7 113 73.4 

140 100.0 154 100.0 

2. If Yes, how did the family 
like the recipe? 

Liked it . 26 65.0 32 55.2 
Didn't like it 2 5.0 7 12.0 
No comment 12 30.0 19 32.8 

40 100.0 58 100.0 

3. Are you planning to use in 
the future any of the recipes 
on this page? 

Yes 82 62.l 133 82.l 
No 19 14.4 6 3.7 
Undecided 31 23.5 23 14.2 

132 100.0 162 100.0 
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The main value of the experiment was to establish 
a base line that would mean more than the standard 
one: "Every recipe column should get a Read Most 
score from 60 to 65 per cent." Now we are inclined to 
say, "If less than 20 per cent of the recipe readers have 
tried out a recipe in the column, we're slipping." 

Another study of women's readership came in Wal
laces Farmer (January 16, 1960). We ran an article 
about selecting, cooking and serving a prime rib roast 
(Figure 12.5). 

The Poll asked: "Have you ever cooked and served 
a beef roast in the way described? 

Yes 
No 

No. Per cent 

51 
72 

41.5 
58.5 

123 100.0 

We found here that our farm women were less 
familiar with this kind of meat cookery than we had 
guessed. 

We also asked: "If No, did the article make you 
· want to try it some time?" 

Yes .. . 
No .. . 
Undecided 

No. Per cent 

68 
9 
7 

80.7 
10.9 
8.4 

84 100.0 

Apparently a large number were interested in try
ing out what, for them, was a new method in cooking 
meat. 
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The Poll also asked: "Would you like to see more 
articles of this type in W allaces Farmer?" 

No. Per cent 

Yes 121 95.3 
No 2 1.6 
Undecided 4 3.1 

-
127 100.0 

The editors learned that there was a demand for 
this kind of copy and that for many women, it was a 
fairly new field. We had not expected as many to be 
unfamiliar with the subject; neither had we expected 
so much interest in more articles. 

The over-all score (Read Most 56.5 per cent) was 
good, but it did not convey any of the information 
secured through the questions above. 

Advertisers are even more anxious than editors to 
find out whether farmers believe what they read. In a 
reader interest survey of Wisconsin Agriculturist in 
1959 one advertiser asked us to find out whether farm
ers believed the claims in copy about the efficiency of 
the feed being advertised. 

We found 47 men in the sample who had read some 
or most of the ad copy, and who expressed an opinion 
on the ad. These men were given a card which restated 
the claim in the ad. We then asked the respondent to 
check one of the following: 

1. Sounds reasonable to me. 
2. Might be possible, but I'm not sure. 
3. Don't think you could do it. 
4. Undecided. 
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Of the 4 7 men who checked an answer to the ques
tion, 19 had serious doubts about the claim. The scores 
follow: 

1. Sounds reasonable to me . . . . 
2. Might be possible, but I'm not sure . 
3. Don't think you could do it 
4. Undecided . . . . . . . . . 

No. Per cent 

7 
17 
19 
4 

47 

14.9 
36.2 
40.4 

8.5 

100.0 

This seemed to show that the claim in the ad wasn't 
getting across. A change in copy was indicated. 

Another advertiser wanted to find out whether a 
testimonial, using the picture and name of a farmer, 
was believed. This MoorMan's ad appeared in the Wal
laces Farmer (September 20, 1958) (Figure 12.2). The 
card asked whether an average farmer could be as suc
cessful in feeding hogs as was the man in the testimo
nial. There were 42 men who read some or most of 
this copy. They expressed themselves as follows: 

1. Yes, seems likely . . . . 
2. No, he was lucky . . . . 
3. I didn't pay much attention 

to his experiences . . . . 

No. Per cent 

22 
10 

10 

42 

52.4 
23.8 

23.8 

100.0 

While the sample is smaller than we. like, the testi
monial does seem to get a fair vote of confidence. Of 
the 42 farmers who read this copy, 20 were large hog 
raisers who had marketed 100 hogs or more in the past 
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year. Of these 20 prospective buyers of hog feed, 14 
accepted the testimonial and only two rejected it. This 
approval by men who were presumably the better pros
pective buyers of hog feed gave additional weight to 
the results. 

Another advertisement also ran testimonial copy on 
a feed ad. Farmers who read the ad were asked, "You've 
read the report of the experience of John Doe in feed
ing livestock. Do you think it likely that he could really 
do this well?" 

The farmer readers of the ad answered: 

"Yes, I think he could probably do that well". 43% 
"Seems like the ad claims a little too much" 35 
"It claims a lot too much" . 8 
"No opinion" . . . . . 14 

This advertisement had a good readership score. But 
was the believability score high enough? The adver
tiser had some doubts. The copy is getting another look. 

In the three feed ads discussed above, much the same 
kind of sales argument was used. 

In all three ads, layouts were of almost equal merit. 
All three had good readership scores. What made the 
difference in believability? 

One of the lower ranking ads ordered the farmer 
to buy the product and shouted in large type what the 
benefits would be. The better ad tackled the theme 
with this head: 

"Good results - as reported by Marvin Gesell, How
ard County, Iowa." 

The copy following gave a detailed report of what 
happened on the Gesell farm. The conclusion -
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reached in the twentieth short line under the head -
presented a feed cost about the same as that reported 
in one of the less successful ads. 

Questions can throw more light on reader response 
to articles. Two articles may have the same readership 
score. Yet one may be enthusiastically received and the 
other cast aside with the bored remark, "That's old 
stuff." 

Tests like these have the great merit of being fairly 
easy to handle in connection with a standard reader
interest survey. They answer, easily and inexpensively, 
one of the major questions every editor asks about 
readership. ( 1) 
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Men who read this department were asked, "What did 
you think of it?" 

"The article made suggestions that 
will be of practical help to me" 42.3% 

"It has a few points I can use" . 32.4 

Men readers were also asked whether they enjoyed read
ing the article - thus, "enjoyment" as contrasted with 
"help." And 92.8 per cent of readers of the department re
ported they "enjoyed" the copy. 

Farmers may find it harder to admit "help" than "en
joyment." Both sets of questions throw some light on the 
meaning of the readership score. 

Wisconsin A griculturist , April 15, 1961 
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"Did You Believe Gesell?" 

Men 42o/o 

Women 26o/o 

These two pages came out almost even in scores, with 
one marked exception. The sales copy in B, pushed up to 
the top of the page, did better with men (Read Some 27 
per cent to 16 per cent) than the sales copy in A. 

Readers of the page were also asked, "Do you think an 
average farmer could be as successful in feeding hogs as 
Mr. Gesell was in the case reported here?" 

Over half (52.3 per cent) answered, "Yes, seems likely." 
Other experiments on the believability of testimonials in
dicate that a 50 per cent approval is an unusually strong 
vote of confidence. 
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Page Split B 
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Women showed less interest in the ad, more skepticism 
about the testimonial. Only one-third of the women read
ers of the ad said, "Yes, seems likely." 

The A reader may note that this cutout did about as 
well as the square photograph. This is contrary to the re
sult in Figures 4.10, 4.11. In that case, the square photo
graph out pulled the cutout. One explanation may be 
that in 12.3, no damage was done to the hogs; in 4.11 the 
cows were badly chopped up. The mutilated cut in 4.11 
destroyed the appeal of one part of,_ the photograph; m 
12.3, the hogs were allowed to make their usual appeal. 

Wal/aces Farmer, Sef,tember 20, 1958 
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"Will These 

Methods Work?" 

Men who read this article on 
dairying were asked if they 
thought "the methods reported 
would work on my farm." 

Of the men readers of the 
article, 43.7 per cent said "Yes." 
And another 22.2 per cent 
checked, "These methods might 
work on my farm." Only 6.3 per 
cent said, "They wouldn't work 
on my farm." 

W isconsin Agriculturist, October J, 1959 
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v.<>ul:d ukr to • ._..r.,-• u. S. tows 
to ~Ubl thC' tnHhon l>(l®d li&· 
tirn~ mark 1>r the lflt'Vtl\ Bal"Uf,ft. 
lfob:tein• 

tt «hou\d be Nm.,mbfff'd tt\,t 
cow, don't ttaeb their hipfll 
k,v~I ot prod_.1t('t"IOr\ u.ntil lbc!-y _.. 
I or '1 ycan old, And \My do not 
dft'line to any ~lrtfflt cor wothn' 
fiv~~ 

'J'bi,1. po.Jnu up W v,1... ot 
kffPU't'.('(l_,aitltbe,ba,dMffiHI' 
Yt'.:t.n U. 'Ptfflblt 

But for .,_ dairymm. what 
Cl:,ulU• b t}ut ~ iAflue-nc. 
ot tnMritaDC!t' * •n~ 
(f~i"- and ~I- prac: .. 
-) 

Tbr N.tW ttu1t'1 tokll tll tnde
you tho fflQfl ,nOMy if ocw t~ 
bNd wt" h~ prod\ktion, 0.n 
manaeH, ia wurll a.,.., tut.• 
c.an pN)dlk'tl al. U.. P"lt Of bel:> 
HtMn~ •bWty. 



Cookery Corn]~ 
I ,atltaie U.. plalla 
t NfN' ffltq~ cllHM 

'◄ w.,... Alt 
J•M'.'eef •-2 ..... 
SINllaa~plM• 

-,.(llr•lll .. 1 
1-::s e~ p thopp,NS ••" 
J phPP* JU«d (t•nlltd) 

Malet- fi:t-laUn at<''J-r1h111f II) 

dlrtl!CUOas on ~ Lit Mt 
turtll tum 10d beat untu nutty, 
Add rc$l ot 1qredlala. ht 
i.uto ui.d mold.I i mdividall • 
large one} whicll htV1: .,._ 
ri~ m t<0ld water Let u&. 
Serve or,. salad .,..., C.a • 
topptd wUb I IIIU'Ntbillo 
i;hN'ry 

laked Stoffed ,o,t Ck111 
.. rib JHlf"k thop,1 ft-' I Slit • pocke\. uon, .. boat: 

inrh lkff.'k~ 4kle of OKb dtop. PrlPI" flit 
1 Uhlr,.poo,a e~ _... 5lWfta& -..,. browni04" tlM Dllloll 

4.a Cllp dlirf'd H l•ry aad tcl«y ju ('1 nd lboo tollt-
:: tablt1-poob fat blninf with en&lllt.. ub., .... 
% tuP4 dry .,.Ml ~111tn a11d w:.wte,,, SWff uc:b c:hop 

'1: CH1>'PHII. Wt with lhis m;xture 6Maol t:bopt, 
Dull .t Pf'PPfl' plu-e ii! Iii '-Ir.Ins( pea. Con,r 

L, to,,-o,• \&4t' pan and btJw w , 3-50 Ileane 
'1 (11:p ••In o"·to ror OM hour t.:neover and 
S.alt Hd pt'PPtt ronunue balln11 30 tnlautea to 

l>fb"1l, 

Staff C•W.• t• 
l large head ea~tt.ce 
J Ut. du.tpfttd. ~f « Hit 

bet( •ud half HUii!( 

I t-ltl: 
j fli<'<•d l)nit)h~ 

1 t. nip ru'f'2d rrumh!i-
1. r11p tat,up 

~•Jt ill.Id P"PIM"f to ta.ti' 

f'rv oa1~m 1do-\.\-ly at butttr 
until. 10Jt • nd ydlow Add 

tllt,pped n}eal 1.r1J ~ With a 
Cork tor ti adnutf>'.t. Coaabiu 
tn('at ~h'l!! wllh 1\11, ca~ 
b!'<tad crqmhs &Ad Jf!fl:Si>nmll;, 
Stull · ~bbl.gt- t'httt hu. bcea 
U;1~ped .and ootoo, R~pl,t(e 1m, 
lop and 11~ f.11lbage IK'(_~ 

wiih tk;m. •tring. Sttiam •bold 
.1m bour jn a !'!mall lmoonl of 
1>.Jwr i)r until ('abbqt 111 lf>ft
dit, Serve .-itb tour Ctf'<tm, 

hn.ed btta4. "••IHla tayt that, ef MP ....- ..... ,-.. 
J1.1t1.,u111. ll'Mt 
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Figure 12.5 

Department 

Score 

Women 88.5o/o 

They Tried 

Out Recipes 

This department "Cookery 
Corner" always has a high score. 
But what does the score mean? 

One way to find out is to 
ask, "Have you tried out any of 
the recipes on this page?" The 
women were interviewed from 
10 days to two weeks after they 
received the paper. Of the 
women readers of the depart
ment, 24.3 per cent answered 
"Yes." 

And 62 per cent said they 
planned to use one or more of 
the recipes in the future . 

Wal/aces Farmer, ]atiua ry 17, 1959 
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~i-.t.~il.-U.,t,,j:l!t'l'&N' 
)'111~!0,:00lll,. U'l'il<"'P''"••W"4 
ltt»,.,~'l)'m.,.,...rn-lt1fl'""""• 
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f;o:~Jtdn•U..'•Pt.>(llotrit-c,,ut 

"Do You Want To Try This?" 

Fig ure 12.6 

Page Sco re 

Men 11.5o/o 

Women 85.0o/o 

Women readers on this page were told about selecting 
and cooking a prime rib roast. Then they were asked, 
"Have you ever cooked and served a beef roast in the way 
described?" 

Less than half (41.5 per cent) said, "Yes." 
We also asked, "If No, did the article make you want to 

try it some time?" Of this group, 80.6 per cent said they'd 
like to try it. And of the whole number of readers of the 
article, 95. 7 per cent said they'd like to see more articles 
like it in the paper. 

Farm women were less familiar with this kind of cookery 
than we had guessed. They were also more eager than we 
had expected for more copy of this kind. 

Wal/aces Farmer, January 16, 1960 
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GETTING READ ISN'T ENOUGH 187 

From this series of ads and from similar studies, is it 
possible to draw any conclusions that will help copy writers 
to anticipate trouble in this field? Plainly more data is 
needed, but the following suggestions may be helpful: 

I. The best ad didn't claim too much and didn't shout too 
loud. An almost diffident approach, coupled with a 
conservative claim, seemed to help believability. 

2. Testimonial copy apparently can be either good or bad. 
It is bad if it sounds like the farmer quoted was brag
ging. A farmer talking across the fence to his neighbor 
doesn't brag too openly. He is more apt to say, "I was 
lucky this year. Got a bigger crop than usual." 

3. Easy reading of copy is important. In terms of a Flesch 
"reading ease" score, the copy lead in the top ranking 
ad had 13 words to the sentence and 132 syllables per 
100 words. The copy lead in one of the other ads had 
an average sentence length of 20 words and a sylla,ble 
count of 156 per 100 words. 

4. If the advertiser's experiments show that he can, most 
of the time, cut feed costs 50 per cent under those 
shown by the average farm, this is good news for the 
product. Yet it may not pay to make so strong a claim 
- even if well documented - in the ad. Farmers dis
count big claims. 

5. Copy that issues orders: "Buy this, etc.," is not likely to 
do as well as a more indirect approach that says, in 
effect, "John Doe is doing pretty good with this feed. 
Maybe you'll have the same experience." 




