
13. 
Research in the Future 

THERE HAS BEEN A REVOLUTION in farming since 1940. 
Bigger farms, new machinery and new methods have 
made enormous changes. A good farmer of 1940 who 
left Iowa, went to California and came back to Iowa to 
farm again in 1960 would be baffled by many of the 
things he would have to do. 

In this period of rapid change on the farms, have 
farm publications changed? Critics insist that the farm 
paper of 1940 is almost the same as the farm paper of 
1960. 

vVe use larger type, more and bigger pictures, and 
grow breathless in pursuing the latest developments 
from college experiment stations and from the experi­
menters of commercial concerns. Have we changed 
enough? 

The evidence is that farm publications still hold 
farm interest. The series of "InFARMation Please" re­
ports, prepared by the Statistical Laboratory of Iowa 
State University, indicate that farmers still rely heavily 
on the state farm paper as a source of information. 
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Other surveys show much the same thing. Glenn 
Johnson of Michigan State reports on sources of in­
formation by 1075 farmers in seven Midwest states. (1) 

Information on Prices 

Farm magazines 
Publications of farm organizations . 
Newspapers 

·Radio . 
Television 

Information on Production 
Farm magazines 
Publications of farm organizations . 
Newspapers 
Radio . 
Television 

Information on New Technology 

Farm magazines . 
Publications of farm organizations . 
Newspapers 
Radio . 
Television 

No. of 
mentions 

856 
160 
664 
635 
145 

513 
75 

195 
196 
57 

242 
24 
89 
72 
29 

In the opinion of these farmers, what are the "most 
important" subjects? 

Prices . 
Production method 
New technology . 
Human information 
Institutional 
Couldn't rank first 

No. of 
mentions 

352 
325 
64 
79 
92 
8 
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On production, the bread and butter of the content 
of farm publications, the high standing of the farm 
press seems clear. On prices - and price prospects -
newspapers and radio are pushing up. On new tech­
nology, the farm press leads. Yet it should be noted 
that new technology ranks low in prestige compared 
to production and prices. 

Why are farm papers, even if relatively unchanged 
since 1940, still doing so well in their traditional role? 
It might be noted here that every editor will probably 
say that his farm paper has changed since 1940; it is the 
other papers that have not changed. Most outsiders 
looking at the issues of the two dates would say, "Yes, 
some changes. But a reader of 1940 would still feel at 
home with the paper of 1960." 

One reason for the continued str.ength of the farm 
press is probably just habit. Probably every farmer in 
Illinois grew up in a home where Prairie Farmer came 
regularly. To a degree, the same is true of the Wiscon­
sin Agriculturist in Wisconsin and Wallaces Farmer in 
Iowa. 

The stock remark of an older subscriber is often, 
"I did my first reading in your paper. Looked at the 
livestock pictures and puzzled out the words alongside." 

Over the years, too, each farm paper has been able 
to do something useful for most subscribers. Another 
stock remark: "You had a piece in the paper 10 years 
ago that I tried out and it worked. I figured it paid my 
subscription for 20 years." 

A Starch report in W allaces Farmer (March 5, 
1960) asked the question: "Have you ever made use of 
farming or homemaking ideas (including recipes) re­
ported in W allaces Farmer?" Of the men, 65 per cent 
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said "Yes" about farming, and of the women, 68 per 
cent said "Yes" about homemaking. 

The reverse is also true. A farmer who didn't buy 
an extra 80 in 1940 because of the paper's conservative 
warnings may calculate how much he lost by not gam­
bling on a rise in prices during the war boom. A Re­
publican farmer who voted for Hoover in 1932 might 
be critical of a paper's support of the New Deal's farm 
program. 

On the whole, however, the farm publication is an 
old friend, or if not an old friend, at least an old and 
familiar enemy. There are always subscribers who open 
the paper eagerly to "see what this blankety-blank­
blank is going to say this week." And even one of these 
subscribers may add, "This guy is crazy on politics, but 
he does know something about corn and hogs." 

But is familiarity with the product always an asset? 
Perhaps there are young farmers who think the familiar 
paper is too old-fashioned and "says the same thing 
over." The young farmer is geared to television, to 
more general magazines, to more farm papers, to more 
time on the road and in town and less time in a chair 
by a reading light. This is an additional reason for a 
continued check on the reading habits of young farm­
ers. 

Add to this the fact that there are more kinds of 
folks in the country than there used to be. There are 
residential farmers, who live on 10 acres and have a 
horse and a few chickens. There are retired farmers. 
There are part-time farmers who keep some stock and 
do a little farming on week ends but whose main in­
come comes from a job in town. In the ranks of com­
mercial farmers, there is a great difference in interests 
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between the man with a gross income of $5,000 a year 
and one with $40,000 a year. 

Farmers were more alike in the old days than they 
are now. The 1960 census raises the question of the 
nature of the farm audience. Will editorial copy that 
registers with the 6.7 per cent of Iowa farm operators 
who are part-time farmers also register with the 4.6 per 
cent who take in $40,000 or more? 

The census figures on economic class indicate how 
income groups line up in the two states: 

Iowa Wisconsin 
No. Per cent No. Per cent 

Class I (sales of $40,000 up) 8,110 4.6% 1,010 0.7% 
Class II 

($20,000 to $39,999) 21,579 12.4 4,221 3.2 
Class III 

($10,000 to $19,999) 48,045 27.5 23,750 18.l 
Class IV ($5,000 to $9,999) 47,408 27.1 43,523 33.2 
Class V ($2,500 to $4,999) 23,537 13.5 28,324 21.6 
Class VI ($50 to $2,499) 5,655 3.2 5,868 4.5 
Part-time operators, etc. 11,660 6.7 16,392 12.5 
Retirement, etc. 8,701 5.0 8,114 6.2 

174,695 100.0 131,202 100.0 

Do we want to put out a farm paper that appeals 
to all these folks? It is possible, but it has difficulties. 
The part-time farmer and the big commercial farmer 
are both interested in rural schools, in the social prob­
lems of country living, in flower gardens and lawns. 
But the description of an automatic feeding set-up 
wouldn't mean much - except as a curiosity - to farm­
ers below the gross $10,000 level. To include farmers 
above that level would mean an audience of around 
44.5 per cent of the Iowa total. 
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From the business angle, all of these people are a 
market for consumer goods - overalls, shoes, groceries, 
household gadgets, etc. 

Would it make more sense to aim a farm paper at 
the better commercial farmers? If we aimed at the in­
terests of those with $10,000 or more, this would be 
44.5 per cent of the census total in Iowa and 22.1 per 
cent in Wisconsin. If we stretched it to include those 
with an income of $5,000 or more, this would be 71.6 
per cent in Iowa and 55.3 per cent in Wisconsin. 

There is another way to deal with this problem, of 
course. Shift to the vertical approach. Get out a farm 
paper devoted exclusively to dairying, or to hog rais­
ing or to poultry raising. Yet in the Middle West, most 
of the farmers have more than one major interest. 

These are policy questions for the publishers and 
the editors. But the questions may get better answers 
if more research is carried out. Just how does our circu­
lation now break up? How many are part-time farmers, 
how many are town people who own farms, etc? 

What kind of copy are the bigger farmers reading? 
What kind is read by smaller farmers? So far our in­
vestigations show that production copy gets much the 
same kind of response from big and little farmers. But 
how many readers do we lose when we talk about a 
problem that affects only the top 10 per cent of our 
farmers? How many do we lose when we talk about a 
problem that means something only to the lower I 0 
per cent of our readers? We need to continue investi­
gations in this field. 

In checking on the appeal of vertical publications, 
we need to know the readership habits of farmers who 
sell 150 or more hogs a year and of farmers who milk 
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30 or more cows. We have a good deal of information 
in this field, but it should be kept up to date. 

Editorial style is related to these other policy deci­
sions. Will it be useful to follow the lead of McCalls, 
Better Homes and Gardens, etc. and run less copy in 
very big type? How reconcile the interest of the man 
who wants a detailed technical article with the interest 
of the man who prefers only a 200-word summary? 

How important is the slick paper, four-color format 
to subscribers? (We know already that it is important 
to most ad agencies.) Our slick paper, four-color inserts 
give us a chance to compare the appeal of this kind of 
advertising copy with the appeal of run-of-the-book ads. 
We have no way at present to use splits to check edi­
torial appeal of the two kinds of presentation. Experi­
ments by others indicate that four-color layouts do not 
always help readership. 

Another problem deals with the farm woman's in­
terest in the paper. At present, we get fantastically high 
readership scores on Home Department copy and good 
scores for women on copy aimed primarily at men. 
Farming is, in many cases, a family affair. Women 
participate in decisions. With more education than 
men, they often point out to husbands articles they 
should read or ads they should notice. 

Yet in the business field farm papers lose ground 
in advertising directed to farm women. Farm women 
use lipsticks, and only a fraction of the farm audience 
takes any one women's magazine, yet cosmetic advertis­
ing misses farm papers. Farm women buy groceries for 
hearty eaters in big families, yet food advertising is 
light. 
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Is the answer to forget about farm women and aim 
copy only at farm men? Or is it to continue to appeal 
to farm women and hope that we can get more in­
formation on the farm women's market to the agencies? 
This question is also related to the question of dealing 
with commercial farmers only or with everybody living 
in the country. All women living in the country have 
similar problems - in gardening, in canning and freez­
ing and in relation to rural schools. 

Every publisher and editor should probably devote 
special time to a consideration of the death of Country 
Gentlemen, Cappers Farmer and a score of other farm 
publications. What killed them? Is there any chance 
that we have the same disease? 

That is one good reason for more editorial research 
and for more thinking about the results of editorial 
research. 

More emphasis should undoubtedly be given to 
pre-testing new subject matter and themes the publica­
tion has never used. To rely exclusively on earlier 
readership surveys is to be chained to the past. 

Farm publications may be tied more to the past 
than other magazines. For them, the argument is even 
stronger for using pre-tests of subject matter as des­
cribed in Chapter 10. 

Something might be said here about the claim that 
"you can't edit a paper with a slide rule." Some folks 
worry about editors being influenced by experiments 
like ours to the extent that individual initiative, intui­
tion, and possibly genius, will be stifled. (2) 

There is some risk here, but I doubt if it adds up to 
much. A very few editors may decide that the results of 
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a readership experiment (not always statistically sig­
nificant) should be followed blindly. Far more will 
disregard such experiments and be guided, as usual by 
their own hunches, by habit, by the examples set by 
their contemporaries and by a few letters from sub­
scribers. 

Both extremes are foolish, of course. Anyone who 
has read this book this far will note how tentative many 
of our conclusions are. Many experiments do no more 
than provide the editor with a hunch. But a hunch of 
this origin may have value. 

I remember the comment made by one eminent 
statistician when I was worrying over tests of signifi­
cance. He said, "Let's suppose this experiment doesn't 
have results that turn out to be statistically significant. 
Still it is all the evidence you have to go on. If the cost 
of making the change indicated by the experiment is 
small, better go ahead and make it. And then run some 
more tests." 
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Who Were the Best Prospects? 
This advertisement scored well. Its Read Some for men 

on sales copy was 27 per cent. Read Most was 19 per cent. 
· To which farm groups did the ad make the strongest 

appeal? Farmers who were young, with good incomes and 
on bigger farms showed the most interest. 

Crop acres harvested 

Read Some 
1-49 acres 

38.1 % 
50-74 acres 

46.9% 

75 acres 
and up 

64.3% 

Of the 98 farmers interviewed on this question, 63 had 
75 acres or more. This was the biggest as well as the best 
market. 

W allaces Farmer, January 16, 1960 
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"Records are the key 
to dairy success" 

Figure 13.2 

Page Score 

Men 61.5o/o 

Women 34.5o/o 

Who Reads About Farm Records? 
Younger farmers and farmers with larger incomes were 

more apt to read about farm record keeping than older and 
poorer farmers. 

Read Some scores on men's age groups follow: 

21-34 years 
75% 

35-49 years 
63% 

50 and up 
45.3% 

Here are Read Some scores on income groups: 

Under $5,000 
44.7 % 

$5,000-$9,999 
69.6% 

$10,000 and up 
70.7 % 

Farmers who had gone beyond eighth grade in school­
ing were ,more interested than farmers whose education 
stopped earlier. 

Wisconsin Agriculturist, April 15, 1961 
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The great danger in editing is not the blind following of 
experimental work. The great dangers may be these: 

I. Doing this year exactly what you did last year and 
failing to test new ideas; 

2. Imitating some drastic change made by a contemporary 
publication without testing its appeal to your particular 
audience; 

3. Being influenced by a few letters, some from folks with 
an ax to grind and some by a few subscribers who are 
either radically for or radically against some proposal; 

4. Failing to try to look five or ten years ahead, to try to 
see what audiences and publications may be like then; 

5. Forgetting that sociology, anthropology, psychology and 
history are also fields in which farm editors need skills. 
Farm families are people as well as hog raisers and 
corn raisers. 

* * * 
Do readership surveys, pre-testing and opinion sur­

veys help farm publication editors to avoid these dan­
gers? I think they may. Every time a readership survey 
upsets a cherished belief, the editor is likely to profit. 

"If I'm wrong about this," he may say to himself, 
"I may be wrong about something else." And he 
should be more able to take a fresh look at his job. 




