A Readership Study Of An
Agricultural Outlook Insert
in A Farm Newspaper

John M. Sperbeck

newspaper was surveyed by telephone to determine reader-

‘ A sample of 78 subscribers to a weekly agricultural

ship and usefulness of an Ag Cutlook Insert. Seventy-elght
percent either read most (17 percent), read some (35 percent],
or skimmed (28 percent] some of the articles. Fourteen
pereent sald the information was very useful, 56 percent
somewhat useful, 20 percent a litile useful, and 10 percent

sald of no use, Five percent sald they used the Information to
make business declsions, 56 percent to help them under-

stand the market situation and 39 percent found the informa-
tion useful In other ways. The low-cost insert has consider-
able utllity for many Minnesota farm families.

Introduwcthen

For several years, the Unbversity
ol Minnesola’s Extenslon Service has
coosperated with agriculiural mags-
sines and newspapers (o publish a
vearly insert on the next year's agr-
culiural outlock. Publicallon ooln-
cides with & yearly agricullurml oul-
ook conference held on the
Liniversity's 51 Paul Campais in Sep-
lember. The publication |5 used In
conjunclion with that conference,
plus county and area cutlook and
markeling mectings.

While coordinators of the out-
look program recebved significant
feedback from outlook and market-
ing meetings, they recelved little
feedback on the benefits of the out-
leak publication. In other words,
were Minnesois farm familics
reading the publication and using
the informatlon?

To help answer the question, a
readership/utility study was con-
ducted to ascerialn readership and
percelved utllity of the nlformation
by Minnesola (arm familics.

Joha M. Sperbeck is o 25-year ACE member nnd extenaion educator, commu-
Miatipns, sl ihe Unbersity of Minncssta, 5L Paul. Hewas ACE president bn 1955500,
A condensation of this paper was presented te the marketing Special Intereat Group
ol the 1991 ACE conference. Funding for the study was provided by the Educationn]
Development System, University of Minnesota
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Purpass and Objectives

Fesearch (Fell & Mundy, 1990)
haws shown that publishing annual
crop praclice recommendation In-
formation in agricultural newspaper
supplements I3 o cost-effectbve way
to quickly reach farmers.

Likewise, putting agricultural
oulleck information In farm maga-
zine or newspaper Inserls Is also a
low-coal method of renching large
numbers of readers (Carlson, 1986,
Sperbeck, 1982). Thals particulardy
true when the publication absorts
printing and distribution cosis,

But do peaple read and use the
information? In fall, 1981, a study
showed that 75 pereent of subscrib-
era who “noliced” an ag oullook
supplement in THE FARMER matg-
zinve sakd it was elther very usclul or
somewhal useful (Sperbeck, 1653,
That was good news al the tEme, and
theMinnasnla Extenaton Servioe has
continued to publish agricultural
outleok inserts,

Farmers—and Information chan-
nels—have changed dramatically in
10 years, There are lewer Guamers,
and they hove more ways to gt out-
ook Information. On-line market data
services, aalelite technology andvideo
tapes were in thelr Infancy In 1981,

Research on olher inserta In ag-
rieuliural publicatiens has ahowmn
Tower levels of readership and uilllity,
A study of a “research resulls” Insert
I3 o commodity newapaper revenaled
low readership and recognition of
the insert, and the publication itself
(Sperbeck. 1984), Thal was In large
paurt duse to the publication reaching
farm homes during the busy harnest
scason, when tme for reading was
extremely Umited,

A stuchy of a spectal drought inserd
In a state o magacdne Sperboeck,
1958 shwwed that only 37 percent of

ihe reapondenia recalled seeing the spe-
clal Insert. Lack of significant contrast
betwern the Insert and the magacine
itself was a contribuling factor.

Mathods and Procodurss

A random sample of 200 sub-
scribers was furnished by AGRI
NEWS, a weckly agricullural news-
paperserving 2 1,500 fanm and agri-
business subscribers in Minnesola
and portheastern lowa.

Of the 200 poiential respondents
to the ielephone survey, 25 were
deleted sinee their addresses indi-
caled non-fanm family stales, An-
aother 78 subscribers could net be
reached by telephone during twao
evenings of calling with al least one
repeat try [callback). That leaves 96
reapondents, although 10 sald they
had nel recebved the publication.
There were no refusals,

A tolal of 86 respondent s reporied
recelving Lthe Sepl. 12, 1991 editonof
AGRINEWS, Dillman (1974) and Frey
[1685) outline procedures or caleu-
lating response rales based on the
percentage of contacls with eligible
respondents that resull in completed
interviews. Unimade conlacis are ex-
eluded rom conslderation, Response
rate equals number of completed in-
terviews, divided by the nuamber In
the sampde (minus noneligibie plus
ronreachable), thmes 100

Using this melhod, 78 respon-
dents who recalled seeing the insert
divided by 96 respondents reached
by telephone equals an 80 percent
response rate.

Raasukts

Oof 78 respondents, 58 (74 per
cent] sakd they recalled secing the Ag
Chutheok Inserl. Tabulated res ponses
o specifc questions were as follows:

AGRI MARBEETING, 1662 Murketing Scrvices Gulde
Jouranal of Applicd Communieations, Vol. 78, No. 2, 1092788



gow much of the AF Dutlook in-

pert did you read?

N %
peod most of 1t 11 17%
reod same of It 23 35%
phimmed some articles 18 28%
dld not read N
con’t know frecall 2 3%
TOTALS 65 1005

How usaful did you find the infor-
mation?

N %
very uselul T 14%
pomewhatl wseful 28 S56%
o little useful 10 205
ol o e ]
TOTALS B0 10056

Heow was the Information useful to
Fou? [More than one response ls
posslble). DMd the information help

YOLE ..

B %
e e decialons? 2 5%
v leratand the markeis? 29 56936
In other ways? 15 355

Which commodities do you pro-
duce? More than one response [§
poaaible,

i
[ ilg] a7
ol seeda 25
dalry 17
5 el 15
Whizal 3

coarse gralns

vl
background information 18
1o help make marketing

— =

How did yon nae the Information?

3

35

?Egg;gﬂﬁ

Jouraal af Applicd Commusleations, Vol, 78, No. 3, 1092/65




Summary and Concluslons

Agriculiural newspapers are still
o coal-efective, efficient way toreach
farmers with outlok Information.
Wisconsin data show that more fum-
ers use agriculiural pewspapers and

ural magazines for oo in-
fermalion than any olher sources,
and they ghve highest usefulness
grades to these sources (Feit &
Mundy, 1990).

In this study, of the 65 reapon-
denta to the quesiion of how much of
the Insert they read, 78 percent ei-
ther read moat (17 percent). read
some (35 percent]), or skimmed some
of the articles (28 percent]),

In terms of how wseful reapon-
dents found the Information, 14
percent sabd very ussful, 58 percent
somewhat useful, 20 percent a litle
uselul and 10 percent sadd of no use,

Ftve percent of the above re-
apondenis eald they used the Infor-
matloen o make declslons about the
farming or business, 56 percent sald
the Information helped them under-
stand the ag cutlook /market silua-
tion and 39 pereent found It useful
for a variety of other reasons.

Clearly, the Ag Oullook insert
has considerable utility for a signtil-
cant marmnber of Minnesota Gom famd-
lies. Conaldering 1 "no cost” to the
Minnesola Extension Service [print-
ing and distribution costs padd for by
the publisher), the publication rep-

resenils a low cost delbvery meithod,
Ia willity ia enhanced alnce extm
coples are printed for distrdbution at
meetings and Extension offices

throughout the state.
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Feviews

peporting Techrical Information (S8eventh Edition). Ecaneth
W, Houp and Thomas E. Pearsall. New York: Macmillan, 1992,

35 pages.

This book, invarious editions, has been around for more than 20
I8 longevity can be attribuled in no amall part 1o the Bt that it is generally
anexcellent resource. It's a thick book because the authors keep adding new
and useful Informabion. Princlpal additlens o the Tih edition include a
chapler on decument deslgn that relates specifically o the use of word
processing technobogy, a chapter on collaborutive writing, and the inclusion
of planning and revision checkiists at the end of moat chapters,

Other changes that may be less obvious Include an expanded section on
dorumentation and an expanded and beller organized grammar “hand-
bool.” Documentation material is based on the Modern Language Asaocia-
llon system, which the authors see as “the simplest of all the major systems
and, therefore, the easlest to leamn.” The grammar *handbook® includes new
seclions on acrornyms and non-sexist language. The latter, though siralght-
Forwind and uselul, is somewhal superflicial. It would have been better to
include this toplc in the body of the text and treat it in greater depih.

A fnal important addition to the new verion B o color Inserl on
computer graphies. The aulhors recognize that the use of computer graph-
fes, often in eolor, Is becoming comman In technleal reports.

The book 8 organized In slx parts. The frat part covers the basica of
technical wriling, with chapters progressing from the beginning of the
composing process in siiuational analbysis through the gathering of Informa-
ton and the final polishing of the report. Part 11 deals with the techniques
ol technieal writing. It covers erganlzing materials to lnform, to define and
deseribe, and (o persuade., Fart [ treats document deslgn and Part IV covers
cxlended applications of tec hnical writing {e.g.. Instructions, proposals, and
progreas reports]. Oral reports are subject to separate treatment in Parl V,
which hos an appropriate emphasis on presentation graphics, Part V1 is the
prammar “handboolk.”

Appendices inchide a sample report, an excellent guide to technical
I--'I'ﬂh::dnrt sources, and a bibliography. A comprehenshee and useful index in
e lnachesd.

The success of this book begins with the authors’ understanding of
i=chnical wriling as a problem-sobing process, They treal this process as a
means to an end that may range in skee and comphexdty from a stmples memo
I o series ol books. Thelr approach makes the boolk, designed as a classroom
l=xl, a worlthwhile addition to the professional writer's reference shell, For
coam ple, each of us would dowell to review Chapler 6, “Achleving a Readable
Style,® from tme to Ume. It reminds us to use active verbs, to avold noun
iirings and empty words, and to care about good sentence and paragraph
Slructure, Bul It also wams against being too concerned about following the
ruiles, Wrling, the authors recognize, 8 a craft, not a sclence. [ am inclined
o compare Reporting Technical Information with Paul Anderson’s Technical
""l'"ﬂl!rg Harcourl Brace Jovanovich, 2nd edition 1831). 1 prefer Anderson,
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