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EDITORS AND EXTENSION AGENTS: 
HOW THEY VIEW RURAL ISSUES IN MINNESOTA 

How do newspaper editors regard some of the current 
public issues in Minnesota? To what extent do they agree or 
disagree with some of their regular news and feature sources 
on these issues? 

A recent survey of 88 selected pairs of editors and coun
ty Extension agents in 84 Minnesota counties sheds some light 
on these questions. The survey was conducted during 1965 as 
part of a long-term study on the mass communication process.1 

Included in the 1965 study were editors of 54 weeklies, 15 bi
weeklies, and 19 daily newspapers in nonmetropolitan commun
ities. Newspapers were selected according to whether they are 
published in county seat communities, are principal outlets for 
county Extension information, or both. The intent was to com
pare views among agents and editors of papers thatwere rela
tively high users of Extension information as news and feature 
material. 

Public understanding of problems and issues may be af
fected by the extent to which editors 1 views and understanding 
of issues are similar to, or different from, those of their 
sources. As a gatekeeper in the flow of information to the 
public, the editor is in a position to accelerate or impede that 
flow, or to modify the content. Among his news sources are 
numerous persons who may be referred to as purposive com
municators, such as public officials, educators, interest group 
representatives, politicians, members of the labor and busi
ness community, and persons in other professions. 

The county Extension agent is one type. As an employee 
of the county, state university, and U. S. Department of Agri:.. 
culture (USDA), he is responsible for continuing education pro
grams in agriculture, rural development, and related issues. 
He is a purposive communicator in his attempts to communi
cate to the public in line with certain values and goals speci
fied by his profession and the agencies he represents. 

Research and theory in mass communications indicate at 
least two principal assumptions concerning the relationship 
between gatekeepers and purposive communicators. Although 
their audiences may be the same, their criteria for news judg
ment are basically different. In general, the purposive com
municator tries to communicate messages selected according 
to criteria set by his own profession or group.2 The gatekeep-

l. Findings from an earlier phase of the project are reported in P. J. Tichenor, 
G. A. Donohue, and C. N. Olien, Purposive Communications, a Study of Usage 
of County Agents' Educational Material in Minnesota Newspapers. Univ. of Minn. 
Ext. Studies Series 6, June 1963. 

Z. Westley, Bruce H., and Malcolm S. MacLean, Jr. A Conceptual Model for 
Communication Research. Journ. Quart. 34 (Winter 1957), pp. 31-38. 
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er' s criteria are more likely based on his perceptions of audi
ence interest in, or felt need for, that topic. 3·"' A second as
sumption is that mutual understanding of news content between 
source and gatekeeper is necessary for effective communica
tion to the audience.5 A journalist dealing with a complicated 
issue must have this issue rather clearly in mind if he is to 
communicate it to a public whose members vary widely in level 
of education, familiarity with the issue, and interest. 

Editors and agents were compared on their understand
ing and ;Htitudes concerning a variety of topics. On some, 
agents are authorities or have special interests. These in
clude farming, other agricultural issues, government farm 
programs, and Rural Areas Development (RAD). On others, 
most agents tend to be less directly involved; these include 
nonfarm business, the antipoverty program, and trends in 
state and local government. 

On which topics would one expect agents c;~.nd editors to 
have more similar beliefs and attitudes: Agricultural or non
agricultural topics? Programs in which Extension is more or 
less involved? 

On the one hand, one might expect. more similarity on 
topics close to the work and interests of the source. Who can 
better inform the editor about agriculture than the Extension 
agent? Yet one frequently encounters the complaint of news 
sources charging the journalist with misquotation or at least 
misunderstanding of a topic.6 Journalist-source differences 
in views are sometimes pronounced on issues in which the 
source has special, vested interests.7. 8 

This study provided an opportunity to compare beliefs 
and attitudes of 88 county Extension agents (purposive commun
icators) and editors (gatekeepers) from the same counties. In 
general, these agents rate highly among the editors as news 
sources; 72 percent of the editors rated their county agents as 
"better than average" news sources and 25 percent rated them 
as "average. 11 Only 3 percent of the editors regarded the agents 
as "poorer than average" sources. 

Perceptions of Change, Farm and Nonfarm 
The agents and editors were asked in separate interviews 

to indicate how prosperous they felt farming and nonfarm busi
ness is in their county compared with the rest of the state 
(table!). 

3. Carter, Roy E., Jr. Newspaper "Gatekeepers" and the Source of News. 
Public Opinion Quart. 22 (Summer 1958) pp. 133-44. 

4. Charnley, Mitchell V. Reporting. N. Y.: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1959, 
p. 33f. 

5. Krieghbaum, Hillier, ed. When Doctors Meet Reporters. N. Y. Univ. Press, 
1957, p. lf. 

6. Ibid. 
7, Ibid. 
8. Cutlip, Scott M., and Allen H. Center. Effective Public Relations. Englewood 

Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1964. 
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Table l. Estimates of prosperity of farrring and nonfarm business in their own 
counties by Minnesota Extension agents and selected editors 

Farming prosperity Nonfarm busiqess 
estimates prosperity estimates 

Agents Editors Agent) Editors 
(N:88) (N:88) (N:88 (N:88) 

- - - -percent- - -
Prosperous and very prosperous 59 53 51 51 

Unprosperous and very unprosperous 34 41 40 37 

Other (such as "about average") 5 4 7 6 

Don't know 2 2 2 6 

Total 100 100 100 100 

Agents and editors seem to be more alike in their views of 
prosperity on main street than in farming. A total of 59 per
cent of the agents said farming was prosperous or very pros
perous, compared with 53 percent of the editors. When asked 
about nonfarm business, 51 percent of each group gave these 
responses. 

This first piece of evidence, then, shows little difference 
between perceptions of editors and news sources on either top
ic, except that agents see a little more prosperity in farming. 
This difference between agents and editors was more pronounced 
in central and southwest counties and least pronounced in north
west and southeast districts of the state. In the northeast, none 
bf the editors said farming was prosperous, whereas a few 
agents did. 

This slight tendency for agents to view farming as more 
prosperous seems to indicate another aspect of their close ties 
with the agricultural community. They are not only deeply in
volved in agriculture and more expert about it; they also tend 
to be more optimistic about its future than editors. 

Agents also were more likely to predict changes in agri
culture. A total of 93 percent of the agents, compared with 84 
percent of the editors, said they expected declines infarm pop
ulation. Also, 99 percent of the agents said they expected 
changes in farming in the next 20 years; 87 percent of the edi
tors expected changes. These differences appear to reflect 
not only the agent 1 s greater knowledge about agriculture, but 
also their role as change agents in agriculture. Since the be
ginning of Agricultural Extension more than 50 years ago, 
county agents have been committed to an educational approach 
that emphasizes change in farming and related activities for 
social and economic betterment. This does not necessarily 
mean agents will be more acute than editors to all types of 
change. --

When asked about changes in nonfarm business, the two 
groups again gave more similar responses. Slightly more than 
90 percent of each group said they expected nonfarm business 
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to change in the next 20 years. And particularly striking about 
these findings is the overall recognition of both groups that 
change will in fact take place, regardless of their attitudes to
ward it. 

What kinds of. changes did they expect? Interestingly 
enough, among those who expected some type of agricultural 
change, editors as well as agents seemed to know the conse
quences of this change. The most common prediction was for 
larger and fewer farms, mentioned by four-fifths or more of 
each group. In nonfarm business, both groups frequently sug
gested increased activity in a variety of businesses. Among 
specific enterprises, tourism or·recreation was cited most fre
quently by more than a fifth of each group. The considerable 
public attention given to multiple use of rural areas by national, 
state, and local governments undoubtedly had its impact on 
these persons. Agents have had considerable opportunity to 
think about the recreation potential. The loan programs of the 
Fa:rmers Home Administration (another USDA agency), theRe
source Conservation and Development programs of the Soil 
Conservation Service, Rural Areas Development, and other 
programs have frequently suggested recreation and tourism as 
sources of new employment and industry. 

Public Programs 
Thus far, then, where differences appear between edi

tors' and agents' expectations and predictions, the overall dif
ferences tend to be greater for agricultural topics. What would 
the pattern be for public programs that vary in agent involve
ment? 

Agents and editors were asked what they felt were the in
tentions of various public programs-Rural Areas Development 
(RAD), Area Redevelopment Administration (ARA), and Office 
of Economic Opportunity (OEO, commonly known as the anti
poverty program). They also were asked what they believed 
was meant by the term "community planning." 

All three programs might be viewed as having some bear
ing on the well-being of a community. They vary in the ap
proach that might be taken, in the role of government in the 
program, and in the agent involvement in each. Any one of the 
three might be viewed as having community planning aspects. 

Of the three programs, Extension agents are most in
volved in RAD, which has been advanced as an approach to de
velopment of human and natural resources in a community or 
wider area. The term RAD originated in the USDA. RAD ac
tivities, conducted through local groups, have been coordinat
ed largely by local Extension agents. The agent's role in RAD 
has been specifically that of a purposive communicator, charged 
with helping keep the organizations together and functioning as 
social action groups. The approach is presented as involving 
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maximum local participation and control, with stimulation and 
technical aid from public educational institutions such as Ex
tension. As originally conceived, its goal is parallel with com
munity planning in a broad sense.9 At the time of the study, 
72 Minnesota counties had RAD organizations established. 

ARA, on' the other hand, until mid-1965 was aU. S. De
partment of Commerce agency whose functions included admin
istration of loans for development projects in areas designated 
as distressed according to employment and economic criteria.10 

The ARA had local groups in 25 northern and northeastern coun
ties, and membership frequently overlapped withRAD organiza
tions. And while many Extension agents in these 25 counties 
were consultants or officers in ARA groups, there was less 
statewide involvement of Extension in ARA. 

The OEO antipoverty program at the time of the study 
had involved Extension agents less than either RAD or ARA, 
although several agents had been consulted in establishment of 
OEO community action programs and related activities. 

In general, then, agents and editors were being asked 
what they understood to be the intended functions ofthree pro
grams and the meaning of community planning. RAD is the pro
gram with aims stated by universities and the USDA as includ
ing community planning; ARA is a more specific loan program 
for economic development; and OEO is a program for eradica
tion of human poverty. 11 

Responses concerning perceived intentions for communi
ty planning, RAD, and ARA were grouped in four major cate
gories. These include (a) broad definition, such as guide to 
orderly growth, analysis of situation, and means for achieving 
community goa~s; {b) broad definition illustrated by action pro
grams such as zoning, public facilities, and industrial expan
sion; (c) definition in terms of action programs only; and {d) 
definition in terms of economic improvement only (table 2). 

The greatest gap between agent and editor impressions 
is for RAD, the one for which the Extension agent is most 
closely identified as a purposive communicator. The very 
size of this gap in understanding is striking. Nearly three
fourths of the agents defined RAD broadly, whereas less than 
a tenth of the editors defined it that way. Furthermore, 44 per
cent of the editors said ''don't know 11 when asked to define RAD, 
whereas every agent gave some type of definition of this pro
gram. These two facts -the widespread lack of any notion about 

9. Pegs for Rural Progress. Rural Areas Development Handbook, USDA. 1962. 

10. Share in Area Growth. U. S. Department of Commerce, Area Redevelopment 
Administration, Apr. 1962. 

11. Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. Public Law 88-452, 88th Congress, S. 
2642, Aug. 20, 1964, p. 1. 
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Table 2. Perceived intentions of "Community Planning," "Rural Areas Develop
ment, 11 and 11 Area Redevelopment Administration11 among Extensi:'On agents and se
lected editors in Minnesota 

Broad definition 
(Guide to orderly growth, 
analysis of situation, means 
for achieving community 
goals, etc. ) 

Broad definition illustrated 
by action programs examples 
(zoning, public facilities, in
dustrial expansion, etc.) 

Definition in terms of action 
programs only 

Definition in terms of eco
nomic improvement only 
(such as stimulus to new 
industry, boosting employ
ment, etc.) 

Other 

Don't know 

Total 

Rural Areas Area Redevelopment Community 
Development Administration Planning 

Agents Editors Agents Editors Agents Editors 
- - percent - - -

74 9 17 8 67 45 

2 2 2 23 22 

0 5 9 7 18 

23 27 71 46 0 0 

13 9 16 3 14 

0 44 19 0 

100 100 100 100 100 100 

RAD among editors, and their tendency to define it in economic 
terms, if at all, seem to point out a breakdown in the commu
ication process. 

Clearly, the agent-editor difference in understanding of 
RAD does not extend to all programs or to the general commu
nity planning idea. It might be argued that editors fail to un
derstand RAD because of its vague character; yet editor defi
nitions of community planning, which is perhaps more vague 
than any of the three programs, are much more similar to 
those of the agents. Both groups were more likely to define 
community planning in broad, nonspecific terms. Not a single 
person in either group gave community planning a purely econ
omic definition. Furthermore, only a single editor was unable 
to give community planning a definition of some kind. Thus, in 
view of similaritiee i .. n defining cornmunity planning as anidea 
with broad goals, the breadth and vagueness of the RAD ap
proach does not seem to explain why editors diverged so sharp
ly from agents in their views of what RAD is intended to do. 

Agents tend to have specific purposive communicator roles 
in RAD, and thus are charged with liaison with the press con
cerning RAD activities. One might then seek to explain editor 
misunderstanding of RAD in terms of generally ineffective 
agent-editor contact on news topics. But this explanation doesn't 
seem to fit either because agents are generally rated high as 
news sources by editors. 
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Compared with RAD, definitions of ARA are more sim
ilar for the two groups. Both agents and editors mentioned 
economic improvement more frequently than any other type of 
definition. About a fifth of the editors said "don't know" in re
sponse to the ARA question, but this is still less than half as 
great a proportion as for RAD. 

Editor uncertainty on RAD more likely stems from a com
bination of factors. The three letters themselves are frequent
ly confused with ARA, which suggests why more editors 1 de
fined RAD in economic than in broad community development 
terms. In some counties, the RAD organizations did not use 
those three letters, but adopted names such as " 

----...-.-~---County Area Development Association.'' One also might spec-
ulate that confusion over RAD arises from the way it relates 
state and national government to the local community. To edi
tors, ARA was rather clearly seen as a loan program. The 
requirements for getting these funds could be specified and the 
local options were relatively clear. 

However, an editor may find it much harder to think of 
RAD as either local or nonlocal. What may be unclear about 
RAD is the way it brings state and federal government into the 
local community planning process. It may bring an editor's 
values and preconceptions concerning local control over devel
opment into conflict. On the one hand, he may be aware of the 
federal origin of the RAD idea; on the other, he hears some
thing about RAD being proposed as a local venture in social 
action. He is familiar with public loan programs for lqi::al 
communities, but the idea of state and federal agencies being 
involved in local development without loan funds is a newer 
idea. It may not fit into the editor's understanding of commu
nity processes. 

Considerable effort has been made through the state uni
versities and the USDA to help Extension agents explain the 
RAD approach and its rationale. Given their involvement, agents 
might be expected to explain to editors the intent of RAD as 
viewed by these parent agencies. The high agreement among 
agents on RAD indicates they had the broad definition well in 
mind. Nevertheless, their perspective on this program has 
not been communicated to editors in their own local commu
nities, even though the agents were generally rated by editors 
as better than average news sources. 

If an organization for community action depends on a base 
of public understanding, RAD faces difficulties when editors 
don't even know what it is intended to do. One potential way to 
increase this understanding might be to relate RAD to commu
nity planning. There is already much more editor -agent agree
ment on the planning idea, and editors in nearly every case 
have some definition for it other than sheer business improve
ment. 
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If agents and editors diverge so sharply on defining rural 
development, whose focus is presumably local, how might their 
perceptions compare for a highly publicized program clearly of 
federal origin, the antipoverty program? The two groups in 
general saw the OEO antipoverty program as intended to im
prove income, employment ability of individuals, or the gen
eral economy 12 (table 3}. Agents were more likely than ed
itors (52 vs. 31 percent} to view OEO's purpose as dealing with 
income, living standards, or well-being of individual persons. 
Editors, on the other hand, more frequently mentioned educa
tion and retraining (37 vs. 34 percent) and overall development 
of the economy (30 vs. 25 percent). One thing that stands out 
is that the "political tool" definition was mentioned infrequent
ly. Fewer than 1 in 15 of either group defined the OEO pro
gram in terms of political objectives. This seems striking in 
view of the frequent popular criticisms of the political aspects 
of the war on poverty. 

Differences in understanding of OEO, then, are slight ex
cept for the agents 1 more frequent mention of individual as
pects of income and improvement of living standards. Both 
groups see the program as emphasizing economic improvement, 
education, and retraining, rather than simply creating jobs. 

Table 3. Beliefs among Minnesota Extension agents and selected editors concern
ing what OEO {antipoverty program) is intended to do 

Improve income, standard of living, general well
being of persons in poverty 

Educate, retrain for employment 

Develop economy of community, area, or nation 
(spending, investment, pump priming, etc.) 

Create jobs, employment 

Eradicate poverty 

Political tool 

Other 

Don't know 

'' Totals exceed 100 percent because of multiple responses. 

{ge tl 
8 

- - - percent - - -

52 

34 

25 

9 

6 

3 

9 

2 

* 

31 

37 

30 

17 

6 

6 

11 

0 

* 

Among the three programs (RAD, ARA, OEO) and com
munity planning, agent and editor understanding was farthest 
apart on RAD, the one in which agents as a whole were most 
deeply involved. What would we expect when we compare their 
attitudes toward these four things? Would attitudes tend to con-

12. These perceptions may be compared with the stated objectives of the antipoverty 
program: 11 ••• to eliminate the paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty in this 
nation by opening to everyone the opportunity for education and training, the op
portunity to work, and the opportunity to live in decency and dignity. 11 Economic 
Opportunity Act. op. cit., p. l. 
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verge and separate in line with understanding of what they 
mean? In general, that seems to be the case (table 4). 

Agents 1 and editors 1 attitudes are more alike for com
munity planning than for any of the three programs. Their at
titudes are more similar for ARA than for RAD, a pattern 
which also parallels the differences in understanding. 

Compared with the programs, community planning is 
highly favored by both groups, with 97 percent of the agents and 
95 percent of the editors giving the generally favorable response. 
Although a specific baseline comparison with other historical 
periods may not exist, this appears to be highacceptance of an 
idea that was considered almost unpatriotic in many rural 
areas before World War II. 

There was a marked difference between agents and edi
tors in their attitudes toward RAD, with 80 percent of the agents 
and 58 percent of the editors giving favorable responses. 
These figures include only the editors who gave some defini
tion of RAD; those unable to define it were not asked about their 
attitudes. Thus, in addition to not being widely understood by 
editors, RAD is viewed less favorably among those who do of
fer some idea of what it is. 

The OEO antipoverty programalso arouses sharp differ
ences in attitudes. Half of the agents expressed favorable atti
tudes and 28 percent gave unfavorable responses. Editors pre
sent a nearly reversed pattern, with half unfavorable and a 
third favorable. 

Table 4. Attitudes of Minnesota Extension agents and selected editors toward 
various public programs and community planning 

Generally Generally No opinion, 
favorable unfavorable Other don't know Total No.* 

- - - - - percent- - - - - - - -
Community Planning 

Extension agents 97 2 0 100 88 

Editors 95 2 2 100 87 

Rural Areas Development 
(RAD) 

Extension agents 80 9 10 100 88 

Editors 58 21 15 6 100 48 

Area Redevelopment 
Administration (ARA) 

Extension agents 59 20 10 ll 100 87 

Editors 52 32 13 3 100 71 

Office of Economic 
Opportunity (OEOj 

Extension agents 50 28 14 8 100 86 

Editors 34 50 10 6 100 88 
* Percentages are based on the number of persons who gave some type of definition 
for the concept or program. 
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In the case of OEO, agents seem to be closer than the edi
tors to national attitudes. A national poll by the American In
stitute of Public Opinion reported in May 1966 showed that 48 
percent of all adults who had heard of the antipoverty program 
were generally favorable toward it, 31 percent were unfavor
able, and 21 percent gave no opinion.13 

It might be suggested that editors would be more favor
able toward RAD if, like agents, they viewed it more in terms 
of broad community planning and social action objectives. With 
OEO, however, in spite of attitude differences, the differences 
in understanding are far less pronounced. Editors were as 
likely as agents to mention the educational and retraining func
tion of OEO. And neither group was very inclined to define OEO 
as a political tool, a response that might be expected to under
lie negative attitudes. Only 6 percent of the editors and 3 per
cent of the agents mentioned the political aspects of OEO. The 
greater negativism of editors toward OEO more likely stems 
from basic values pertaining to the role of government in pro
grams bearing directly on the lives and welfare of local people. 
The agents, on the other hand, would be expected to be more 
favorable toward RAD because of their involvement and, there
fore, vested interest in the program. Furthermore, the Ex
tension education role brings the agent into contact with a vari
ety of public programs including, to some extent, ARA and 
OEO, whose potential success he may conceivably see as relat
ed to success of other adult education efforts. As a result, the 
agents might be more favorable toward any public program af
fecting the community, compared with editors who are not di
rectly involved in the programs and may have no personal stake 
in their success. Compared with editors, agents may be more 
likely to echo the "party line" on any public program in which 
they are involved. 

Attitudes Toward Farm Issues 
If the suggestion above that editors tend to be more nega

tive toward any public program affecting local people is cor
rect, the same kind of difference should appear with govern
ment farm programs. Agents and editors were compared on 
their attitudes toward government farm programs and toward 
collective bargaining in agriculture, a principle that was the 
subject of considerable public attention and controversy in 
Minnesota in 1964-65. Farm programs were viewed less fa
vorably by editors, with under a fourth being favorable and well 
over half being unfavorable. Among agents, 42 percent were 
favorable and a similar percentage unfavorable. Unfavorable 
editors outnumber favorable editors by more than two to one; 
among agents the proportions are nearly equal. 

13. Report in Minneapolis Tribune, May 6, 1966. 
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Although Extension agents 1 primary responsibility is ed
ucation rather than administration of farm programs, their ag
ricultural role and association with the USDA would tie them 
closer than editors to farm programs. Thus, even though both 
groups view farm programs with less favor than RAD, ARA, or 
OEO, the agent remains more favorable toward these programs. 

Table 5. Attitudes of Minnesota Extension agents and selected editors toward gov
ernment farm programs and collective bargaining 

Generally Generally No opinion, 
favorable unfavorable Other don't know Total No. 

- - percent- -
Government farm programs 

Extension agents 42 40 18 0 100 88 

Editors 24 58 17 100 88 

Collective bargaining in agriculture 
Extension agents 51 33 15 1 100 87 

Editors 52 29 10 9 100 80 

In contrast to government farm programs, editor and 
agent attitudes toward collective bargaining are similar. In 
each group, roughly half are favorable toward collective bar
gaining, and a third or less are unfavorable. At the time of the 
study collective bargaining in agriculture was frequently asso
ciated withone specific farm organization, the National Farm
er's Organization {NFO). The organization was established in
dependently of the Agricultural Extension Service and did not in
clude c.ounty agents in its membership; where agents had con
tactwith NFO it was ordinarily in line with the usual education
al function of Extension. It appears that agents and editors 
employed similar criteria for evaluating collective bargaining. 
Among agents and editors favoring collective bargaining, the 
two most frequent additional comments included {a) support for 
the principle with reservations about the methods used to achieve 
it, such as withholding farm products, and (b) a stated belief 
that farmers need collective bargaining to improve their income 
or competitive advantage. Also, agents and editors who were 
unfavorable toward collective bargaining tended to stress the 
same theme: that regardless of the merits of collective bar
gaining, it would not work in agriculture where there are pe
culiar production and marketing problems. 

Again, on agricultural issues, we find agents and edi
tors having divergent attitudes on programs concerning federal 
involvement at the local level. But their attitudes are more 
similar on an issue touching on agricultural movement that in
volves neither the agent nor, as yet, public programs. It ap
pears that the reaction of editor or agent toward government's 
role in local life may be fundamental, a conclusion supported 
by the relationship between attitudes toward farm programs 
and changes desired in them (table 6). Most agents and editors 
said they would like to see some sort of change in farm pro
grams. But when one compares agents and editors with simi-
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lar attitudes, the kinds of changes desired now appear much 
more similar. Among the unfavorable members of both groups, 
roughly two-thirds would like to see reduced government in
volvement. The next most common response among the unfa
vorables stresses economic competition such as 11 supply and 
demand" or "free market. " 

In general, those who are against farm programs object 
to public involvement and control. They would like to see less 
restraint on economic competition. Those who favor farm pro
grams are concerned less about governmental involvement and, 
compared with unfavorable persons, wish to see more price 
protection, program changes to meet changing conditions, and 
more help for small farmers. Thus, in analyzing desired 
changes in farm programs, the agent-editor differences seem 
to turn mainly around their views on governmental involvement. 

Might the editors 1 lower favorability toward farm pro
grams be related to a generally lower regard for agriculture? 
Probably not. These are nonmetropolitan editors, most of 
them in areas where agriculture accounts for a significant pro
portion of local employment, and therefore a sizable chunk of 
the newspaper audience. Editors and agents were asked wheth
er they felt stories on farming practices and farm product pro
motion were appropriate for the local newspaper. In both 
cases, editors gave these news story topics the "very appro
priate" rating as frequently did the agents. Furthermore, edi
tors were keenly aware of the general level of farm income in 
their areas relative to the rest of the state. 

Table 6. Changes that Minnesota Extension agents and selected new-Spaper editors 
would like to see in government farm programs, according to attitude toward such 
pro rams 

Agents Editors 
Changes person Fav. Unfavorable Unfavorable Other 
would like to see (N:37) (N:35) (N:51) (N:15) 

- percent -
Reduced government 
involvement 13 63 50 20 67 39 

More emphasis on 
economic competition 16 26 12 14 37 13 

More help for small 
farmers 11 3 0 19 8 6 

Increased price protection, 
parity, price supports 8 6 19 10 8 0 

Adapt to changing 
conditions 14 3 6 19 0 6 

Meet problems of social adjust-
ment; help displaced farmers 5 11 0 5 0 6 

Other (including specific 
changes in program details) 24 23 25 10 16 33 

Don't know 14 0 12 10 8 0 

No change needed 5 0 6 19 0 13 

* * * * * * 00 percent because o mu t1ple responses. 
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Taxation and Consolidation 
Based upon the above reasoning concerning editor-news 

source differences, one would expect close similarity in views 
on a variety of nonagricultural topics in which the agent is sim
ply another citizen, with above-average edFcation in the com
munity and, as a public employee, with greater than average 
interest in public affairs and governmental trends. This rea
soning is supported by the predictions agents and editors made 
concerning state and local tax laws. Both groups were almost 
unanimous in saying they expected to see some changes in state 
tax laws; all except two agents and five editors indicated such 
expectations (table 7). These expected changes centered large
ly around the sales tax, mentioned by roughly nine-tenths of 
each group. The next most common response dealt with ex
pected reduction of real estate or personal property taxes or 
both, indicated by about a fifth of each group. 

Table 7. Types of changes in state tax laws expected by Minnesota Extension 
agents and selected editors 

Change expected 

Establishment of sales tax 

Reduction of real estate and/or personal property tax 

Increase in taxes 

Other 

Don't know 

':' Totals exceed 100 percent because of multiple responses. 

Agents 
(N:86) 

Editors 
(N:83) 

- percent - - -

88 90 

21 22 

6 5 

15 13 

0 
~~ * 

What did they expect to happen to local taxes? Although 
this question brought forth a greater variety of responses than 
the question on state taxes, agents and editors still answered 
in similar ways. In both groups the most common response 
was that local tax changes would depend on what happened at the 
state level; about a fourth of each group made such a statement. 
The next most common prediction was for reduction or elimi
nation of the personal property tax, and the next was for a tax 
increase. The only pronounced difference was that about a 
tenth of the editors said they expected local sales taxes to be 
established, whereas none of the agents mentioned such a possi
bility. 

Would the similarity in agent-editor predictions on taxes 
carry over to other governmental changes? More than half of 
each group expected local government to change in some way in 
the next 20 years. Consolidation, merger, or centralization 
was the most frequently mentioned kind of change (table 8). 
Editor and agent response distributions differ here in two re
spects. Although comparable percentages of each group expect 
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to see county consolidation, the agents are more likely to men
tion consolidation of townships. Editors, on theotherhand, are 
more likely to mention specific changes in government struc
ture. Agents and editors are similar, then, in predicting gov
ernmental mergers or consolidation of some type more frequent
ly thananyotherchange and ingiving secondmention to changes 
inside the courthouse or city hall. The agents 1 more frequent 
mention of township consolidation may reflect their greater 
concern over the outlying rural governmental divisions. 

Table 8. Changes in local government organization expected by Minnesota Exten
sion agents and selected editors in the next 20 years 

Types of expected change Agents 
~ 

Editors 
'l1'f:47Y 

- - -percent - - -
Consolidation of counties 38 34 

Consolidation of townships 38 15 

Specific changes (such as courts, taxes, types of positions) 17 26 

Consolidation, units not specified 9 6 

Consolidation of school districts 6 2 

Strengthening of county government, other than consolidation 9 13 

Other 2 23 

Don't know 2 4 

* * * Totals exceed lOO percent because of mult1ple responses. 

SUMMARY 
These interviews among 88 pairs of Minnesota editors 

and agricultural Extension agents during 1965 pointed to sev
eral areas of similarity and divergence of views and opinions 
on current issues in rural Minnesota. These comparisons 
tend to follow a pattern which appears fundamental to an under
standing of relationships between mass media gatekeepers and 
purposive communicators who serve as news sources. Recog
nizing this pattern may be useful to both editors and sources in 
improving their mutual understanding so as to more effectively 
inform the public. 

In general, perceptions and attitudes of editors and agents 
are more discrepant on the very topics that are most relevant 
to their relationships as journalists and news sources: agri
culture and public programs relating to agriculture and Exten
sion education. Their perceptions and attitudes are more sim
ilar on topics more remote from agents 1 professional activity. 
Agent-editor estimates of prosperity appear somewhat less 
similar for farming than for nonfarm business. Perceptions 
of public programs are more divergent for a RAD program hav
ing deep Extension involvement than a Department of Commerce 
loan program more peripheral to Extension activity. Differ
ences in attitudes toward RAD and ARA parallel the differences 
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in understanding. Editor-agent attitudes toward government 
farm program.s are more different than attitudes toward collec
tive bargaining in agriculture. Differences in farm program 
attitudes appear to be closely linked to attitudes toward gov
ernment's role in placing controls on agricultural pricing and 
production. The two groups are most similar in the way they 
define and react to the idea of community planning and in their 
expectations of change in tax laws and local government. 

Whenever attitudes toward public programs are con
cerned, agricultural or otherwise, the agents tend to give more 
favorable responses. It is suggested that this difference stems 
from the agents 1 involvement in or identification with these 
programs; to the extent that he sees them as relevant to his own 
job, he is more likely to be favorable toward them. 

The findings that seem to fit the general pattern least 
concern the antipoverty program. Here agent-editor differ
ences in perceived intent of the program are not impressive, 
but attitude differences are pronounced. 

While this study considered only one kind of news source, 
it raises questions concerning the larger network of news 
sources in a community and the journalist's relationship with 
them. If differences in understanding are more likely on things 
the editor needs to talk to the source about, what are the con
sequences for news gathering practices? Assuming that greater 
agreement would lead to better public grasp of information 
which the editor gets from the source, it seems that both edi
tor and news source have a stake in finding out how the other 
views and reacts to key issues. Agreement on attitudes may not 
be vital, but correct assessment of what the other believes and 
says may have a crucial bearing on what is eventually printed 
for public consumption. 

P. J. Tichenor, associate professor, School of Journalism, was a member of 
the Department o£ Information and Agricultural Journalism when this study was 
conducted. C. N. Olien is an instructor and G. A. Donohue is professor and 
head of Rural Sociology. 
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