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An Analysis of
Farm Magazine
Content

Land-grant universities are an important
source of information that most studies
have credited to farm magazines and
other channels that deliver information.

Gary L. Vacin

Where rarmers get Information has become a favorile
communication research topic. Most of the hundreds of 5tu-
dies have shown that farm magazines are one of the most
important information sources for farmers, ranking ahead of
Extension specialists, agricultural experiment station scien-
tists and county agents.

However, most studies have failed (o differentiate be-
tween information souvrce and information channel (Thomas
and Evans, 1963)—perhaps because the relationship be-
iween source and channel is not clear. Most studies con-
siderad farm magazines an information source because
mast researchers listed sources and channels together and
identified them as sources, Thus, when farmers indicated

This report Is based on data collected during the author's
assignment with the Science and Education Administration,
U. 5. Department of Agriculture in Washington, D.C. Coples
of the raport, “How Land Grant Univarsities Wholasale In-
formation To Farm Magazines,'" are available from the au-
thor for $1.

Vacin is extension editor at Kansas State University.
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they received information from magazines. newspapers,
radio or television, they reported the channel through which
they received the message but often not the source of the
message, Consequently, the indirect contribution of angani-
zations like Cooperative Extension Services, agricultural ex-
periment stations, and the U, 5, Department of Agriculture,
which generate information for transmission through
various channels, largaly goes unnoticed. So the relative im-
portance of these organizalions as information sources for
farmers is not recognized.

Little research into how much farm magazine content orig-
inates from land-grant universities could be found in the lit-
erature. A Prairig Farmer aditorial (Sapt. 21, 1963) observed
that 70 percent of the better farming methods set forth in its
issues have their origin in agricultural experiment stations
and Exlension services.,

Of 5,000 livestock stories printed in Farm Journal in more
than a decade. 52 percent were from farmer/rancher experi-
ence, 36 percent from public research originating at the
land-grant yniversities, and 12 percent from industry {Dig-
ken, 1966).

Toon lound that about 70 parcent of all news content in
selected issues of a state, a regional, and a national farm
magazine published during 1877 were devoted to articles
that carried information attributed to Extension and USDA
sources (Weckman, 1979). However, he did not differentiate
between articles entirely attributed to Extension and USDA
sources and articles that may have included very limited in-
formation from {hese sources.

Land-grant universities are both ““wholesalers™ and “‘re-
tailers™ of information. Universities disseminate information
to farm magazines and other mass media, commercial
dealers. bankers, private and public agency consullants,
and other “middlemen” who in turn deliver it 1o clientele.
Thus, land-grant universilies are like a "'wholésale™ house
that zells merchandise o stores that “‘retail’ it to con-
Sumers.

Universities also “retail’” information at field days, public
meetings. demonstrations, and personal visits, and by mail-
ing newsletters, publications, and other printed malterial di-
rectly to farmers and other clientele, bul al a8 much higher
cost due to manpower investment, printing, postage, paper,
and other preparation cutlays.

For example, Kansas State University gets about four full
pages of information in each issue of Kansas Farmer for

12



about $344 a year in variable wholesaling costs [Vacin, 1380).
Cost of retailing the same information directly to Kansas
Farmerreaders in a four-page newslettar for one year would
be $141,207, or 411 times more than the wholesaling costs.

Most efforis to evaluate land-grant univarsity programs
have centerad much more on the retailing function than on
the wholesaling function. Maost farmers are unaware fhat
land-grant universities. functioning as wholesalers, contri-
bute heavily to their knowledge and are the source af a large
volume of infermation transmitted through various chan-
nels.

This article is based on research believed to be the first
majar study of its kind. Its purpose was to determing to what
gxtant land-grant universities “wholesale'” informatian to
farm magazines. More specifically, its objactives were (0 de-
termine how much content farm magazinas attribute 1o land-
grant university sources. what kind of information provided
by land-grant universities is carried In farm magazines and
the readership of articles based on information from land-
grant univarsities.

Methodology

Data for the study were gathered by screening all content
in selected issuas of slate, regional, and national farm mag-
azines published during 1978, and in articles for which read-
ership scores were available, Twa groups of magazines
were selectad for the content analysis. Ona consisted ot the
most widely circulated farm magazine in each of the 48 can-
tinguous states; the other consisted of widely eirculated na-
flonal magazinas,

Evary item in every issue was screenad for content to
identify infarmation atiributed by the magazine to land-grant
university sources. Two ¢oding units were used: items can-
taining information attributed to land-grant universiy
sources, and column inches of copy attributed to land-grant
universily sources.

Contenis were categorized by source according to credit
pravided in the magazine far each source: Gooperative Ex-
tension Service, agricultural experiment station, or other
land-grant university sources. No attempt was made 1o dif-
farentiate betwean content provided directly by subject mat-
ter specialists and scientists, and that prepared by universi-
by infarmation specialists.

Contents also ware categorized by subject mattar: agricul-
ture, home economics, 4-H and youth, and octher. Five sub-
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categories adapted from categories used by Brown and Col-
ling (1978) were devised for agricultural ilems.

Production technology —the application of improved
methods and products in farm production.

Marketing —deciding when, where, and how to sell farm
products.

Farm business management—planning for entarprise ad-
justments, firm growth, financing, eslate planning. and in-
come tax management.

Farm and public policy=—programs involving allotmeants,
quotlas, price supports, conservalion regulations, disaster
payments, and public issues and regulations that alfect
farming.

Other subjects —those not included in the above cate-
gories; for example, farm safely, weather, landscaping and
gardening. wildlife management, appoiniments of new fac-
ulty, student activities, ele.

Readership resulls were obtained from 14 magazines.
Every article for which readership scores were oblained was
screened. Reacership scores for items based on land-grant
university information were totaled and divided by the
number of scored items lo determine the average numbear of
readers who reported they had read aach lem partially or
thoraughly.

Resulls

Mare than one fifth of all column inches of news copy ap-
pearing in the sample of farm magazines was atiributed 1o
land-grant universily sources (Table 1). Information attribut-
ed 1o land-grant univaersity sources appeared in a2lmost one
third of all news items analyzed. Mational magazines devol-
ed a greater proportion of their news space 1o land-grant
university infarmation than state and reagional magazines.
However, state and regional magazines used more land-
grant university information per issue [314.3 column inches
and 23.2 items) than national magazines (288.8 column
inches, 17,1 items), The stale and ragional magazings in-
¢cluded in the sample contained more pages than national
magazines.

Magazines in the sample averaged 308 column inches of
langd-grant university information (the equivalent of six full
pages of copy). Extension sources provided about two
thirds of the copy, followed by agricultural experiment sla-
tion sources and other sources,

Amounts of information attributed to land-grant university
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sources in slate and regional magazines varied noticeably
by regions in the U. 5. (Table 2). Magazines in the western
and northcentral regions devoted the highest parcentage of
news space to land-grant universily information; those in the
southern and northeastern regions, the lowest percentage.
Morthcentral region magazines carried land-grant university
information in the highest percentage of items, followed in
order by southern, western, and northeastern region maga-
zines.

The large number of ¢olumn inches and items confaining
land-grant university information in northcentral region mag-
azines likely stems from thal region having the largest Ex-
tension and agricultural experiment station stalfs. Use of
lengthy items by-lined by Extension specialists in the North-
west Farm Unit magazines [(Washinglton Farmer-Sltockman,
COregon Farmer-Stockman, ldaho Farmer-Slockman, Mon-
tang Farmer-Stockman, and Utah Farmer-Stockman) ac-
counts for the high percentage of space devoted to land-
grant university information in western region magazines.
The various state editions of Progressive Farmertend to run
numerous short items conlaining information from land-
grant universities,

Table 3 shows that agriculiural information accounted for
the vast majority of items and ¢column inches of copy attri-
buted to Extension sources, followed in order by informa-
lion on 4-H and home economics. Mational magazines car-
ried no information on home economics or 4-H.

information on production technology accounted for more
than half of the information attributed to land-grant universi-
ty sgurces, followed in order by information on farm man-
agement, markeling, policy, and “other” topics (Table 4).
The high percentage of information on “other' topics atlri-
buted to other land-grant university sources stems largely
from information on student activities. The data suggest that
experiment stalions are oriented 1o production technolagy,
while Extension szervices emphasize more varied pro-
grams.

Sources from 42 different land-grant univarsities contri-
buted information to 28 issues of 11 national magazines,
three randomly drawn issues of Frogressive Farmer and two
randomly drawn issues of Amearican Agriculfurisl, New Eng-
land edition in¢luded in the sample. Table 5 shows thal land-
grant universitigs in the northeentral region provided more
than half of all the copy. followed in order by land-grant un-
iversities in the southern, northeastern, and western re-
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Table 5: Comparison of Column Inches of Farm Magazine
Content Attributed to Sources From Various Land-
Grant Universities in Indicated Regions.

Todsl Norihesalral  Noheasters  Westers Southeen

Colann Regien Region Fagion Region

Fawchoes Slales Hates Slates Siales Toll
Mote than 50 § { B i 5
L] H ] -] ] {
R i i ] i i
b ; 1 5 1 {
1o i i i 4 i
108 i L] i { #
] § L] i (] i
RIg. pér

slile LELT 1] Bl e FHLY

gions. Except for Farm Journal, all national magazings in-
cluded in the sample are published in northcentral regional
states. They quite naturally would draw heavily on sources
from nearby land-grant universities.

Readership Results

One acvantage of using farm magazines o disseminate
land-grant university infoermation is that they are read
thoroughly by their subscribers—state magazines generally
more thoroughly than national magazines. For example,
nearly 70 percent of the farmers from eight northcentral
states responding 10 a farm media study in 1977 indicated
that they usually read their state farm magazines thoroughly
{Farm Media Study, 1977). That compared with nearly 60 per-
cent for Farm Journal, 57 percent for Successful Farming,
and &5 percent for Hoard's Dairyman, the most widely read
national magazings.

Even more meaningful are figures indicating how
thoroughly individual articles are read. Readership scores
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Table &: Readership Scores for Farm Magazine Articles
Based Largely or Entirely on Land-Grant Universi-
ty Information.

Migazing Read hoeeughiy’ Riad partinlly"
Numbar Kumbar
Articies Arerage Articles Reiage
Netratia Farmar,

Oclobes 7, 1571 4 ne 4 Pl
The Farmer, Augest 3, 117 H 155 i [ LY
Mickigan Farmer, Apd 2, 117 F: wa i 0ns
Mizsour Ruralisl,

Fabruary 11, 1378 i R i il
Kamsas Famer,

Fbruary 11, 1978 § Wi § k|
Ditets Farmer, March, 1570 H ns . .
Amarican Agnc., Manch 19 i Al . .
Wisconsin Agric., Mirch 35, 1971 1 L] i Hi
Praiie Farmer, August 5, 138 + o | [+ LER ]
IndEiea Praing Farmer,

Aegust 5, 14T 1 1 1% 5y
Monlana Farmes-Siackman,

April b, 147 § o] . .
Sucoesshul Farming (4 Essues) i k| i B
Caflomia Farmes,

March 1§, 1478 4 Hs 4 i
Wallsces Farmer,

Seplember §, 15T 1§ i 16 L1L]
Tidal 11 b L] 1§ LY

*How to read: Four land-grant university articles in the Oc-
tober 7, 1978 issue of Nebraska Farmerwere
read thoroughly by an average of 37.09 per-
cent, and the same four were read partially
by an average of 29.4 percent of those re-
sponding to the survey. Successful Farm-
ing's method of tabulation caused some
ovarlapping. Thaerefore, the scores are cu-
mulative and total more than 100 percent.
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ware obtained for 111 items based largely or entirely on in-
formation provided by land-grant university sources. lems
containing information attributed (o these 30uUrces Were
read thoroughly by an average of 40 percent and partially by
an average of 45 percent of the readers surveyed (Table 6).
Those figures are almost identical to readership scores for
all items in the magazing, ltems based on information attri-
buted to Extension sources received higher readership
scoras than items based on information attributed to agricul-
tural experiment station sources. The difference possibly
stems from experiment station scientists' writing being
more technical (harder 1o read) than that provided by Exten-
sion specialists.

Threea items based on information attriouted to land-grant
university sources received the highest readership scores
in their respective issues:

“Cash renting has advantages,’” Kansas Farmer, February
18, 1978, by George Brandsberg, Kansas State University Ex-
tension information specialist, was road thoroughly by near-
Iy half of the readers.

Fifty-aight percent said they read most of “'Perspeciivas
in Agriculture Research,' a series of items based on infor-
mation provided by land-grant universities, carried in the Au-
gust 5, 1978 issue of Indiana Prairie Farmaer.

Three-lourths said they read most of “Agri-vision,” con-
gisling of answars 1o farm managemant guestions provided
by four panelists, including a University of Wisconsin Exten-
sion econgmist, carried in the March 25, 1978 issue of Wis-
congin Agriculturisl,

Conclusions and recommendations

Contents of 147 issues of 3B different farm magazines pub-
lished during 1978 were analyzed in this tudy to determine
thie extent that land-grant universities whalesale information
to farm magazines. The data suggest that research on infor-
mation sources for farmers has understated the imporlance
of land-grant wniversities and other sources that generate
information for dissemination thraugh various channels.

Most studies show that farm magazines are an important
information source for farmers. but few have differentiated
between information source and information channel. When
farm magazines are considered a channel for delivering in-
formation geneérated by various sources, then land-grant un-
iversities become much moare important as information

s



sources for farmers. Farm magazine editors use land-grant
university information extensively, and in many cases, are
highly dependent upon that information to provide material
for their issues.

Most efforts to evaluate Extension programs have cen-
tered on the retailing funclion of providing information di-
ractly 1o farmers and other client groups. Little has been
done to determing how elffectively Extension wholésales in-
formation to agri-business, private and public agency con-
sullants, bankers, and other middlemen whao, in turn, ratail it
to client groups. This study looked at one aspect of whole-
saling—disseminating information to farm magazines. Addi-
tignal research is needed o determine how effectively Ex-
tension wholesales information to other middiemen.

This study was limited to use of land-grant university ma-
terial in farm magazinas, Tabloid-size farm newspapers. an-
ather imporant information source for farmers, use large
guantities of land-grant university information. Additional re-
search is needed (o determine how effectively land-grant un-
iversities wholesale information to farm newspapers and 1o
such other mass media as nonfarm newspapers, radio, and
television,

The dala suggest that magazine editors think information
an production techngology from land-grant universities is
more timaly and interesting to their readers, followed in
grder by information on farm management, other topics not
fitling the categories used in this study, marketing and farm
policy.

The emphasis on production technology likely results
from most land-grant universities having more Extension
specialists and agriculiural expenment station scientists in
production technology. For example, Kansas State Universi-
iy has 34 state Extension specialists in production techng-
logy, & in farm management, 4 in agricultural marketing, 1.in
agricultural policy, and 17 in other areas.

The same rank order—production technology. farm man-
agement, other topics, marketing. and farm policy—proba-
bly also reflects the quandity of land-grant universily infor-
mation on agricullure submitted 1o farm magazines. A con-
tent analysis of material submitled to magazines would be
needed to confirm or reject that conjeclure.

Brown and Colling found that large commaearncial farmers
rank information on marketing most important and thal farm-
ars strongly prefer to oblain marketing infermation by con-
sulting with experis and reading magazines and newspa-
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pers. Only about 9 percent of the ¢olumn inches of farm
magazine content provided by land-grant universilies was
devoled to marketing. More markeling information from
land-grant universities and other sources likely would be
readily accepted by farm magazine editors and appreciated
by their readers.
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