Families and the Mass Media

Factors have been identified which provide clues
to the effective use of mass media in
disseminating information to farm families

ROSSLYN WILSON

when Extension workers and other adult educators know
ir audiences use the mass media will they be able to make
application of newspapers, magazines, radio, and television
these audiences. This statement is almost a cliché in the
ow your audience” emphasis given to Extension training.
ately, our need for knowledge about our audience often
the rate that such research information is available.

er understanding of the mass media behavior of rural
has been the subject of much study in recent years. Even
research does not provide all the answers, findings do have
t implications for educational use of mass media for rural

t Media Questions

‘county Extension worker should ask himself constantly such
as: “Who reads newspapers?” “Who reads farm maga-
“What do they read?” “Who watches TV?” “What do they
“When are they watching?” “Who listens to radio? When?”.
Jead to the all-important question: “Will my message reach a
audience through a particular mass medium?”

ers to these questions posed by a county Extension worker
County in “Any State” cannot be given by a study made by
dealing with farm families in New Jersey or Arizona. How-
findings of studies made in New Jersey and Arizona or any
te can help the “X” County Agent focus on the factors

WiLsoN was Assistant Editor, Agricultural Extension Service, Univer-
Tennessee, Knoxville, Tennessee, at the time this article was written.
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which are important in understanding his own audience. Rec
studies have dealt with questions concerning who is in contact wi
what media, how much time they spend with the different medi
when they read or watch or listen, and some of the factors related
differences in mass media use.

Wuo REeADS FARM MAGAZINES?

Although earlier studies had implied that the amount of readi
done by people increased with age, a study completed in 1955
Myren® disclosed that younger farmers read more heavily in fa
magazines than older farmers. Myren’s study sampled 1659 Wi
consin farm families. Of these, 92 per cent received at least one fa
magazine and 51 per cent read three or more regularly. Only 41
cent read regularly any other magazines.

This study also showed that there is a general “interest in re
ing” factor. That is, families who read are inclined to read m
than one publication. Also, those who read a particular type
magazine are more apt to read more than one of the same ty
Other studies have also revealed this tendency.

TmME SPENT WITH MAss MEDIA

A number of factors connected with mass media behavior w
found by Bostian and Ross.* Their diary study covered the act
time spent by farmers and their families in all activities for one we
during the winter season. They found that level of education 2
level of income had little connection with differences in the ti
farmers spent with mass media, but that the “level of living” di
The higher the score on the level-of-living index (based on own
ship of selected home and farm facilities such as electricity, te

* Delbert Myren, “A Study of the Distribution of Mass Media Among Wiscon
Farmers and the Relationship of This Distribution to Certain Socio-Econo
Characteristics” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department of Agricultural Jo
nalism, University of Wisconsin, 1955).

*Lloyd Bostian, “Socio-Economic Factors Associated with Communications
havior of Farm Operators in Selected Wisconsin Communities” (unpublished Ph.
dissertation, Department of Agricultural Journalism, University of Wisconst
1959): John E. Ross and Lloyd R. Bostian, Time Use Patterns and Communicati
Activities of Wisconsin Farm Families in Wintertime, Department of Agricult
Journalism, College of Agriculture, University of Wisconsin, Bulletin 28, Ma
1958; and Lloyd R. Bostian and John E. Ross, Mass Media and the Wiscor
Farm Family, University of Wisconsin Agricultural Experiment Station Rese
Bulletin 234, January 1962.
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al heating, running water, automatic washer, automatic
the more time the farmer spent with mass media.

bt the advent of TV has some influence on this leveling
fia use among people with different education and income.
, there was no significant difference in the time spent with
gnt media by low-income and high-income farmers, al-
low-income farmers did spend slightly more time with
fightly less time with reading and radio.

pdy showed that mass media are readily available in most
Bsconsin farm homes sampled. Farm operators spent an
¥ 3% hours a day with the media during the winter season.
pent more time in contact with the media than men. Both
perage of half their media time with TV; 35 per cent with
15 per cent with reading.

Dav and Media Use

largely a daytime activity for these families. TV use
rily in the evening hours with some use at noon. Reading
$ mostly during noon and the early evening hours. More
e in contact with more of the media at noon than at any
. They were in contact with media less on Sunday than
day, and less on Saturday than on weekdays.
people read or looked at television, they usually were not
in any other activity, but radio listening was generally
gombination with other activities. Peak TV hours were
. to 10 p.M., when about half the families were watching.
o hours were from 6 A.M. to 8 A.M., when 20 per cent to
gnt were listening. Peak reading time was noon, when 15
b 20 per cent were reading. About two-thirds of the read-
wspapers; one-third, other.

ors Involved

udy found that the older farm operators spent more
b the mass media than younger ones. Farmers with smaller
also spent more time with mass media than those with

ilics. The more cropland the farmer operated, the more
nt with the media. Farmers working part-time off the farm
ificantly less time reading and listening to radio, but more
thing TV than full-time farmers.

paders spent significantly less time doing farm work, but
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more time doing off-farm work than did the readers. Those w
spent time reading also spent more time listening to radio than
the non-readers. TV viewers spent less time in church activities a
visiting than did those not watching TV. Those who read a
listened to the radio had smaller families and were older than
non-readers and non-listeners. These findings are related simply
the time spent with the different media; not to a specific type
reading or listening.

Some Implications of the Time Use Study

Although these findings are specific to the mass media behavi
of Wisconsin farm families during the winter, educators in ot
areas may well consider how they may be related to their o
audiences. Age, level of living, family size, farm size, and amou
of off-farm work may be expected to have a similar relation to
mass media behavior of farm families elsewhere. Focusing on th
relationships may be of help in choosing the particular mass medi
or media that will do the best job in getting a specific message acr
to a specific audience.

For example, if an agent wants to reach part-time farmers wi
spe01ﬁc information, the fact that such farmers apparently spe
little time reading and listening to the radio should be consider
in deciding on the best way to transmit the message. If time of d
is a factor in reaching certain audiences through radio and
we should consider whether a particular audience can be contact
at the available time before expending time and effort preparing
presentation. But it should be noted that local changes in the ti
of day people watch TV or listen to radio, as well as other me
behavior, can be influenced by attractive, timely, and especi
pertinent presentations.

Mass MEepiA Use IN ORGANIZED COMMUNITIES

In a number of areas throughout the country, Extension work
and other educational and service organizations have been taki
the lead in encouraging local communities to organize for impro
ment purposes. Such community organizations have focused th
efforts on farm and home improvements, natural resource develo
ment, and improvement of community facilities and services.
development of the community’s human resources is, of course,
ultimate goal of the work.
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mity organization or the lack of it was found to be a sig-
or in mass media behavior identified in a study in Ten-
1958.° This study compared the media behavior in an or-
pmmunity with that in a similar, unorganized community.
arison showed some striking differences among people in
wmmunities in their use of mass media.

s in the organized community were more likely to receive
yspaper, to take more than one, and to spend some time
eading them. Both men and women in the organized com-
e more likely to prefer the “news” part of the paper—
2. headlines, national and world news—than were those in
ized community. A greater proportion of families in the
community received farm magazines. A greater percent-
and women in the organized community read these mag-
spent more time reading them, with the exception of
the lower educational level. Families in the organized
¥ were more likely to subscribe to other magazines, but
ponal level had a definite bearing on this difference.

en and women in the organized community did more
b the county Extension agents’ radio programs, and more
patched home programs on TV. They also reported a
gference for TV news programs, and less for entertain-
IV. They attended far more educational motion pictures,
greater use of University of Tennessee publications.

ady indicates that the organization of a community is
associated with mass media behavior. The difference in
by families in organized communities seems to be ‘espe-
pounced in those uses which involve farming and home-
formation and other educational materials having a bear-
amunity projects and goals.

bn workers might well ask whether organization of a com-
es its families more receptive to information transmitted
mass media. If it does, this may be a benefit seldom
in efforts to organize group action. Are people who make
of mass media and who use such media for educational
gore apt to see the advantages of organized effort? It may
ere are elements of both these points in the findings of this
might be well to consider these implications in devising
reaching specific audiences through mass media.

Wilson, “A Comparison of the Use of Mass Media by Families in

@d Unorganized Communities” (M.S. thesis, Department of Agricul-
giism, University of Wisconsin, 1958).
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SUMMARY

Findings from studies dealing with specific audiences in speci
states must be generalized with discretion. However, such stu i
can provide information on the use of mass media channels for
most effective results with rural and farm audiences. Perhaps
of the most important contributions of such research is to r I
questions in the minds of Extension workers when they are determi
ing how best to reach a specific audience, and whether a speci
medium or combination of media can do effectively what they w
done.

As research reveals more of the factors making up mass m
behavior, perhaps Extension workers and other adult educators
do a still better job of tailoring educational messages to their 2
iences. In the meantime, available research findings can focus att
tion on the differences that exist among people in using mass me
and help us take these differences into account as we plan the eff
tive application of these media.



