Use of Electronic Transmission
by Agricultural Communications
News Units

Marlene A. Fritz

Agricultural communications units in all 50 states were
survieyed as to their use of electronic transmizsion of news
releases, either computer-to-computer or via posting to elec-
tronic bulletin boards. The study focused on both the extent
to which electronic transmission is being practiced and on
Extension news professionals’ assessments of its effective-
ness and costs,

The results revealed that 54 percent of Extension news
offices are transmitting news computer-to-computer, 22 per-
cent are posting to university or Extension bulletin boards,
and 16 percent are uploading to bulletin boards sponsored by
other organizations, While costs are rarely tracked, 81.5
percent of computer-to-computer transmitters and 41.2 per-
cent of electronic bulletin board users indicated that news
releases used by media increased slightly or greatly.

Introduction

During the past decade, news
professionals in Extension offices
across the notion have begun to
send their news releases electroni-
cally, Some transmit to only one or
two daily newspapers that have
arranged to receive specific col.
umns or stories. Others send far
more widely, In zome Extension
news offices, releazes are format-
ted and transmitbed directly by the
auther or secretary. Other Exten-
sion staffs use the services of their
university information offices or
private firms. Stll others place

their news releases on electronic
bulletin boards, where they can be
retrieved by inberested media,

But is it working for them?
Unfortunately, mot many dota ex-
ist to support either the public-
information impact or the cost-
effectivencss of this news trans-
mizsion method,

Thiz study focuses on the ox-
tent to which electronic transmis-
sion is being used by Extension
news professionals nationwide and
on their attempts to evaluate both
its effectiveness and its costs,
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Literature Heview

S0 much material is sent out
Fromn public relations agencias and
offices that reporters Trequently
complain of drowning in paper
{Walters and Walters, 1992).

Extension eommunicators have
been aware of the newsroom com-
plaints for a long time. As early as
14978, electronie transmission by
land-grant communications offices
was pioneered by the University of
Mebracka when it went on-line to
an Omaha daily (Leslie, 1990), In
1984, a Virginia Tech communica-
tor noled that at least ten slate
Extension or sgricultural informa-
tion offices were sending news re-
leases electronically to media
(Canup, 1884). Not only did elec-
tromic transmission allow Exten-
gion news professionals to respond
guickly to breaking news, but it
enhanced their stories’ credibility
and “separated them from the
pack,” he said,

Two years later, an Extension
Bervice communications adminis-
trator surveyed 16 state Extenaion
editors, finding nine whowere send-
ing news releases slectronically to
one or more dailies (Bay, 1986,
Five believed sending news releases
electronically was more costly be-
e 1t did nol sliminate the need
to send backup hard copy, while
we gadd it eost less, Five ssti-
mated that it increazed demands
on staff time and two said 1€ des
creased it.

[n an intensive multiple-case
study with seven of Iowa's major
daily newapapers in 1955-86, an
Iowa Btate University Extension

communicationa specialist found
that electronic transmission of
home and family news releazes did
not alwaya live -up to its promise
LAbbott, 1986). Specifically, edi-
tora told ber that electrome copy
was sften deleted ar misdirectad by
other newspaper “gatekespers” who
directed it along computer chuan-
nela within the newsreom—or it
was killed by an internal clock that
doomed it after 24 or 48 hours.

In eddition, eleckronic distribu-
tisn was much more sensitive to
stafl changes and staff training
than hard copy, Abbott found, with
new editors sometimes not aware
that it was available or where to
find it. She concluded that “high
tech™ computerized transmission
must be sccompanied by “high
touch” peraonal contacts by Exten-
slon news professional s lest Exten-
sion actually lose media opportuni-
ties through edoption of this new
technology.

In a 1985 Wisconsin study of the
impacts of electronic news trans-
misgion (Meuwirth et al., 1988), re-
sparchers fond that the placement
of timely news stories in tweo Madi-
san dailies inereased from a base of
56 percent to a4 new level of GG
percent with the advent of eleg-
tronic distribution on U Wire, The
proportion of a story used also in-
erensed, but by astatistically ingig-
nificant amount, from the 35 to the
40 pereent levels,

Other relevant resecarch ad-
dressos the use of ews releases in
general by newsoutlets. Ananaly-
aig of 103 news releases from “a
comprehensive state university”™
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revenled that 47.6 percent were
uscd at lonst onee by newspapers
(Morton and Warren, 19921 At
the University of Wisconsin-Madi-
som, Meuwirth et al, (1988) foand
that 37 percent of the news re-
leases received by two Madison
dailies were published in some
formi.  Another study of *a major
state agency with an edueation and
research-related miasion” (Walters
and Walters, 19920 put the success
rate of news relcases at 35.% per-
cent; this was the percentage of
news releases published one or
more times,

Adifferent way to megsnre ngws
relesse effectiveness is by the num-
berolclippings generated per story,
In 19832, University of Idaho Ex-
tension news stories nelied an av-
erage of 5.7 clippings (Fritz, 1985);
in 1984 pnd 1985, those averages
were 5.2 and 4.2, respectively
(Fritz, 1987). The mean number of
placements in the Morton and
Warren study (15982 was 3.3,

But while sach news release
appears te stand a good chanes of
secing daylight at least once, the
big picture is considerably more
grim. A study of 408 articles initi-
ated by Oklahoma State
University's public information
and agriculture information offices
iMorton, 1986) found that daily
newspapers published only an av.
erage 7.6 percent of the releases
sent them, Weeklies published 9
percent and twice-weeklies 21.6
percent.

Will electronic transmission
help? In his 1990 masters thesis,
which preceded the Wisconsin

gtudy by Neuwirth et al. (1988},
South Dakota State University's
Jerome Leslie was "unable to find
any scientific study that documents
an increase in printed lineage as a
result of the new delivery method™
(Leslie, 1980). In the multiple-
cage study he conducted, Leslie
found that one South Dakota news-
paper increased its uae of SDSU
newe relesses from 62 percent in
1988 to 70 percent in 1090 after
computer-to-compuier transmis-
sion was initiated. {The other daily
newspaper included in hiz atudy
roceived news releazes on disk;
usage there actually declined.}

Lesliealzo determined that elee-
tronic delivery demanded an addi-
tional feur houre & week in andver-
aity staff time—"not to mention
the daye and weeks spent by the
writeringetting the systemupand
runring.”

He eoncluded that while elec-
tronic delivery, “will nel puarantee
increased use of news releases,” it
can improve it, “under the right
conditions." But he warned that
one-person Extension news staffs
may simply lack the regources to
make electronic transmizsion
worthwhile, since “the process
works on the economy of seale in
news release usage.”

Methods

The agriculivral communica-
tions depariments in all 50 states
received a mailed survey in Winter
1983, Original surveys were sent
Feb. 2, with lollow-up posteards
mailed Feb, 19 and second surveys
dispatched March 10. Cover let-
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ters requeated that Che surveys be
completed by the individual most
Enowledgenble aboul electronic
transmiagsion sfnews. The 268-item
questionnaires, both first and gec-
ond mailings, included a postage-
paid return envelope.

MNon-respondents were called by
Lelephone in late March and sent
follow-up faxes, resulting in even-
Lual participation by all 50 depart-
ments.

Surveys were also sent to the
18890s colleges. Through fallow-up
telephone ealls, all 1T were con-
tacted. Onlythree currentlv trans-
mit news electronically—=too small
of & group to be analyzed sepa-
rately.

Reaults and Discussion
Twentyv-seven of the 50 commiu-
nicationeoffices reported that thay
are trapsmilting news releases
eomputer-to-computer{Table 1), In
addition, 11 place their storiceona
University-sponaored or Exten-
aion-aponsorad alectronic bulletin
board for potential downloading by
media, and eighl upload them to
bulletin boards spensored by other
organizations. These other organi-
zations include state pross msso-
ciations, state governments, the

Mational Association of Scienee
Writers, and CompuSery,

Computer-to-Computer
Transmission

0OFf the 27 offices transmitting
computer-to-computer, 10 mitiabed
this technology hefore 1985, 14 from
1285-1980, and only three sinee,
Most of their electronic link-ups
are with dailies, Some 92.5 percent
of com puter-to-com puter transmit-
tere are sending stories Lo gt least
a fow dailies, 37 percent to at least
a few weeklies, and 14,8 percent to
at least a few television and radio
stations (Table 2,

In addition, nine departments
are sending to one media-ownad
wire and 8% are sending to two.
Six departments are also sending
alectronically to at least one Tarm
magazine,

The most congistent uae of com-
puter-to-compuber tranzmission is
in responae W specific requests for
gtories or columns: 81,5 percent of
users said they vzually or always
respond to these requests electroni-
cally where links have been estab-
lished. Somewhat fewer, 70,5 per-
cent, usually or always send their
urgent or timely atoriea this way.
Only 51.8 percent usually or al-
ways transmit routine stories to

Table 1: Use of Electronic Transmizgsion in 50 States.

Type of Transmission Yes Mo
el (Ne) (%} (Mo
Computer-te-Computer: 540 27 460 23
Bulletin board:
University/Extension 220 11 T80 39
(ther organizations 60 & 8B40 42

Mote: Only bulletin boards accessed by media were counted.
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theirelectronic partners—and 29,6
seldom or never do,

Technalogy. Forthe most part,
respondents did not Ond setting
up these hook-ups to be overly dif-
fienlt technoelogically, Civen aacale
of five fvery difficult” ) to one{ “very
eagy ), 2496 percent assigned a rat-
:ng r_|-r fﬁl.l.r ar ﬁ-.-'l_:.

Using a similar scale to mea-
sure the freguency of hardware
and software changes occurring at
the media-end of the rmodem, nona
said that happened very often (a
five rating on the scale). However,
22,2 percent rated the frequency of
these changes a four,

Baud rates range from 300 to
BEH), with 1200 used most com-
monly by 44.4 percent of the re-
spondents and 2400 by 37 percent.

Costs. Formuatting and secding
15 largely done manually rather
than by a computer program wril-
ten for that purpose. In 77.7 per-
cent of offices, electrenically trans-
mitted stories are individually for-
matled and zent by either the writ-
ersleditors themselves (18,5 per-
cent), secrelaries orassistants (44 .4
percent), or & combination of the

{wn (14.8 percent). Computer pro-
grama antomatically pend the sto-
ries duringg the day in 14.8 percent
of offices and in the evening or on
weekends in 3.7 percent,

Only one of the 27 offices trans-
mitling computer-to-computer has
ndded stall to handle the additional
waork., That office (University of
Fleridal estimates that formatting
and sending each news roleass to
numergus media takes one to two
hours. Other respondents esti-
mated the time spent per release in
formatting and sending to range
widely between 45 seconds and 30
minutes, Altogether 259 percent
put it at 3 minutes or less, 37 per-
cemt at 4 to 10 minutes, and 22.2
percent at more than 10 minwtes,

Four out of five offices do not
rely on electronic branamission
alome when sending a news release
to a particular outlet; they follow
up with printed releases ab least
sometimes, Indeed, 1B.5 percent
suid they do this always, 37 per-
cent wsually, and 25.9 percent
sometimes, Only 18.5 percent sel-
dom or never follow up with printed
releases,

Table 2: Percentage of In-State Media Being Sent News Beleases
Electromically,
Proportion Dailies Weeklies Television  Radio
(%) (%) ) I
All 7.4 .0 3.7 3.7
Miat 22.2 3.7 3.7 a7
Some 33.3 14.8 74 V.4
Few 20.6 18.5 0.0 0.0
Maone 7.4 B1.9 B1.5 Bl.6
Mo angvwaer .10 11.3 3.9 3.7
Mol Only the 27 respondents using this method were incloded.
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Omly two of the 27 offices have
estimated their telephone costs for
computerized transmission and
only one furnished an amount: $1
per release,

Eleetronic Bulletin Boards

Altogether, 17 of the 50 respon-
dente transmit mews releases to
electronic bulletin boards for po-
tential downloading by media,
Eight of those 17 initiated this ser-
viee just within the last year or
two—1992 or 1923. Six of them
track its usg—with estimates rang-
ing from & to 7.20 news releases
weekly. Three provide an B00num-
ber.

Aa with compoter-to-computer
transmession, the majority of bul-
letin board users follow up with
printed releases: 76,5 percent usu-
ally or always do so; only one never
doea.

Evaluation

Of those using computer-to-com-
puter transmission, 200 percant
eaid it greatly incressed use by
media of the organization’s news
releages (Table 3y another 65.6
percent gaid it increased use

glightly, and only 3.7 pereent re-
ported it had no impact. Further,
37 percent agreed and 25.9 pereent
strongly agreed with the statement
that news reloase use would have
declined imthe abeence ofelectronie
transmission,

Electronie bulletin bosrds did
not fair quite so well, Only one of
L7 uaers gaid they increased news-
release use greatly, six aaid they
bumped itup slightly, and two said
they had no impaet, Nearly halfof
bulletin board users simply can't
peeese their impact, versus 148
percent of computer-to-computer
transmitters.

The most common sourcea of
information on news release use
among the computer-to-computer
transmitters are peracnal obaer-
vation, informal media feedback,
and clipping analysiz, in that or-
der. For the bulletin board users,
informal media feedback rises to
the top, and personal ebservation
and clippings are tied for second
place,

All survay respondents, regand-
less of whether they transmit elec-
tromically, use electronic bulletins,
or do neither or both, were also
asked how they evaluate news re-

Tahbla 3 Obsorved Effectiveness of Electromic Tranamizsion Methods,

Impact Computer-to-computer Bulletin boards
(%) (%)

Increased use greatly 25.9 59

Increased use slightly 65.6 a5.3

Had no impact 3.7 11.8

Decreased use slightly 0.0 0.0

Decreased use greatly 0.0 0.0

Don't know 14.8 47.1
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lease wse (Table 4). Fully 70 per-
comt use & chipping service at least
part of thie vear or for some storios,
More than a third do their own
syslematic clipping, either as their
solesourceolclippings or tosupple-
ment their clipping service.

Informal media feedback isused
ns an evaluative ool by 58 percent
of respondents, while only 18 per-
cont conduet formal media surveys,

Measuring reader response to
stories that suggest they call or
write for a produet or tracking at-
tendance at publicized events iz
done by fewer than one in five re-
spandents.

Six percent or fewer wse elec-
tromic reporting services, onduct
focus growps or conduct formal sur-
vievs of information-use by clien-

tele, use electronie reporting sor-
viges, oF conduet focus groups. Al-
together B percent — or four officoes
—confess to not evaluating news
release use at all.

Plans for 1993

Half or more of the respondents
plan no change in their use of elec-
tronic transmission (50 percent)or
electronie bulletin boards (60 per-
cont)im 1B93. A minority, however,
said they plan toinitinte computer-
to-computer transmission (12 per-
cent) or electronic bulletin board
uze 10 percent). Twenty-cight per-
cent plan to transmit stones elee-
tronically to more media, and 12
percent said they will transmit
more of their stories; 10 percent
said they will be pulling more sto-
riesonto electronic bulbetin boards,

Table 4: Methods of Evaluating News Releages in 50 States.

Method States
(%) (No.)

Clipping service 0.0 35

Year-round (3800

Periodic (26.0)

Specific stories (6.0}
Informal media feedback 58.0 29
Systematic sell-clipping 340 17
Elicited reader response 18.0 2]
Formal media surveys 18.0 ]
Publicized cvent turnout 16.0 B
Surveys on info sources 6.0 3
Fotus groups 4.0 2
Electronic reporting services 4.0 2
Reader recollection 0.0 0
Don't do it B.O 4
Mo answer 2.0 1

Mote: Percentages add up to more than 100 because some respondents

ligted meore than one method.

shsurnal of Applicd Communications Vel T7, Na. 1, 168327



Conclusion

Electronic transmission of news
etories by land-grant agricultural
communientions offices s establish-
ing itsell as o mainstream commg-
nications technology. Useraars find-
ing signs of the technology's offec-
tiveness ininformal media feedback,
personal observation, and clipping
analysis. While these do not consti-
tute irrefutable scientific evidence,
neither 2hould such largely encoar-
aging indications be ignoered,

Maore than four in five computer-
to-computer transmitters and more
than twoin fve bulletinboard users
are persuaded that electronic trans-
mission improves news releass use
by media at least slightly. Further,
nearly two in three computer-to-
computer users belicve mediause of
news releases would decline in the
abzence of electronic transmission.
None planned to diminizh or aban-
don the technologies in 1903,

Becauge telephone costs are
rarely tracked and labor expenses
not precisely monitored, analysis of
thie: cost-effectivensas of electronic
distribution remains elusive. Pre-
zumably, because most users fillow
up with printaed stories, the cost of
delivering news releases to mediais
higher among users than nonusers.

Further researchshould measure
tronds toward “paperlessness” in
the offices of the nation's newspa-
pers and magazines, As rosistance
1o re-keyboarding growsin editorial
offices, electronic transmission is
likely to become more than an alter-
native means of distributing news;
it may eventually become the only
TSANE,

References

Abbart, B. A (10E6). Ebeckronis
gatekeeping: How Tows Exten-
siom home and family news
releases are aflected by electronic
distribution, ACE Cuarterly,

69, (4] 36-44.

Bay, 0. (19861, Update on distribut-
ing news releases glactronically.
ACE Quarterly, B9, (2 224,

Canup, T. W. (1984), Electronic
tramsfer: A good inveatment. ACE
Quarterly, 87, (21 15-21,

Fritz, M. (1986). Publication of
University of Idaha ‘Ag News ©
relensea by Tdaho daily and
wenlly newspapors in 1983, ACE
Guarterly, 68, (1) 37-40.

Fratz, M. (19871, A study of Univer-
sity of ldaho ‘Ag News' published
by [dahs newspapers. ACE
Gaarterly, 70, (3 #3-30,

Leslie, J. {19800, Electronic gate-
k&-&]}'h‘l,g, an evaluption of
slectronic dissemination of news
relesses from a land-grant
wniveraity: multipls content
annlyees and caze etudies,
Unpublished master's thesis.
South Dakata State Universicy.

Morton, L. Pu (1986). How newspa-
piers choose the roleases they wee,
Ell.%liﬂ Eelations Revigw, 12 (3)
PR2T,

Morton, L. P., & Warren J. (186,
MNews elements and editors’
chaices, Public Belotions Eeview,
18.11) 47-52.

Meuwirth, K., Lishler O, M.,
Dunwosady 8., & Riddle J. {1988).
The effoct of ‘electmonic’ news
pources om selection and editing of
news. Jourpalism. Quarterly, 65,
{11 BG-D4,

Walters, L. M., & Waltera, T.IN.
(1982]. Enviranment ol eanfi-
dener; Draily newspaper use of
press releasss, Public Belations
Beyiew, 18, (11 31-16,

Journal of Applied Communications, Yol TT, MNo. 1, 199318

——




	1993_1_6
	1993_1_7
	1993_1_8
	1993_1_9
	1993_1_10
	1993_1_11
	1993_1_12
	1993_1_13

