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The Problem , 

Th.e necessity for the effective connnurtication of information to 
facilitate programs of planned technological arid social change has been 
widely recognized by both researchers and practitioners. The realization 
of organizational goals depends,. in part, on .the extent to which agencies 
are able to successfullydisseminate information to client groups about 
their activities. and programs. Furthermore, an increase in legal or 
formal requirements for agencies to provide for more extensive public 
participation in planning and ma~agement policies places new emphasis on 
the importance of information dissemination as a means for citizen 
involvement (Ross, Spencer, Peterson, 1974). Not only.must people be 
informed to participate, but education/information programs, i.e., com­
munications originating from the agency, constitute a major means for 
involving a maximum.number of citizens in the decision-making process 
(Warner, 1971). 

Concomitant with the significant expansion in the number and scope 
of development programs is a need for new or reassessed knowledge about 
the process of information dissemination and its relevancy to action · 
programs •.. A recent survey of water resources agencies in a southern state 
revealed that the need for more information regarding educational/commun..,. 
ication strategies to enhance program planning was second in importance 
only to the need for an increased level ~£ funding (Ross, Spencer, Peterson, 
1971: 26). Thus, this paper focuses on selected findings of a resear.ch study 
undertaken to examine differential use of mechanisms for the dissemination 
of information in rural and urban groups. 

Research Orientation 

· Past sociol()gical research; ·-particularly studies dealing with the role 
of connnunicatioris in the process.of diffusion of innovative ideas and 
practices, has general;L.y indicated that primary differences exist in patterns 

*.Paper presented .a.t the annual meeting of the Southern Association of 
Agricultural,. Scientists, Rural Sociology Section, New Orleans, Louisiana, 
February, 1975. The paper is based on rese;irch funded through the Ohio 
Agricultural Research and Development Center. · 
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of communication in rural and urban settings. Numerous studies including 
work by Beal, et. al.' (1960), Copp, et. al. (1958), Katz, et. al. (1966), 
Lazarsfeld and"l1enzel (1963) have demonstrated that in rural groups certain 
types of information have traditionally been disseminated through sources 
which entailed personal or face-to-face contact. In fact, interpersonal 
communications channels were posited (Rogers, 1960) as key integrative 
forces in rural communities. Conversely, in large and spatially diffused 
urban communities with limited opportunities for contacts through personal, 
informal channels, the dominant pattern has been heavy reliance on mass 
media as the major sources of information (Lazarsfeld, et. al. 1963; 
Parsons, 1971). 

Previous differences in rural and urban communication use patterns 
may be disappearing. Several studies of rural populations have evidenced 
that mass media forms were the most important sources of information, 
while person-to-person sources were used less frequently (Rogers, 1971; 
Andrews, et. al. 1960). Recent trends toward large scale exchanges of 
rural/urban populations through migration may be reducing cultural 
distinctions. This contention is congruent with the theoretical argument 
(Greer, 1962) that interpendency of a system's parts often leads to a" 
diminution of cultural differences among its components. Since there is 
still ample evidence to suggest that the rural/urban distinction is a 
meaningful one in explaining variations in attitudes and behavior, (see 
Napier, 1972) other factors may be operating to affect a shift in emphasis 
in rural areas on mass media use. 

One possible factor stimulating changes in the uses of mass media by 
rural groups is the rapidly expanding technological development within 
the United States. Mass media has been cited (see Rogers, 1960) as playing 
a significant ro.le in creating an awareness of a new idea or innovation 
among potentia;t users of technology. In one recent study (Webb, 1971), 
it was found that the most successful farmers indicated that highly technical 
information commonly distributed through the Cooperative Extension Service 
or other university related information sources was not typically, 
disseminated through personal contacts with friends and neighbors. 

A factor associated with advancing technology is the necessity to 
disseminate information with great rapidity. In a society under-going 
rapid advances in farm technology, an innovation in farm production may 
be antiquated in a relatively short time. To stay in pace with rapid 
change, a person must be rapidly informed of new technological advances. 
The same argument applies to other facets of contemporary social reality. 
One example is community affairs where rapid social change requires an 
informed electorate to make effective decisions. 

Objectives 

Against this theoretical backdrop, a small-scale research study was 
carried out in Spring, 1973 in the state of. Ohio .to examine communication 
systems in ruraf and urban groups. ·The research hypothesis underlying 
the study was that.the most frequently used sources for all types of 
information in both rural and urban populations are mass media. 
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Specific objectives of the study were: 

(1) to compa~e rural and urban groups on the use of connnuni­
. cation :mechanisms. 

(2) to identify mechanisms for dissemination of agricultural 
information and the extent of their utilization. 

;'.', 

Research Procedures 

Consistent with the research aims, data were obtained from samples 
of rural and urban populations. Systematic random samples of residents 
listed in directory sources for one metropolitan and one non-metropolitan 
county in the state of Ohio were drawn. The selection of the two counties 
was based on the extent to which they were believed to be representative 
of major rural/urban distinctions in the state. 

A review of existing literature aided in the construction of a mail 
questionnaire utilized to elicit information from the 'sample cases. Of 
the.400 questionnaires distributed, 99 usable ones were returned. 
According to self-definition of rural/urban residence, 45 of the respondents 
were rural and 54 were urban residents. The data for the study were 
generated from. a pretef;lt of the instruments and methodology of a more 
detailed and comprehensive project which is cur:rently underway. Results of 
the initial effort contributed to improvement;,s in the research design 
and instrumentation for the later study. Thus, findings as reported herein 
are subject to comparisons with future results of the current, project, 
and interpretation of the findings should be made within the context of 
apparent limitations. 

Selected demographic characteristics of the respondents appear in 
Table 1. The rural and urban samples were homogeneous in age, distribution 
by sex and education. The median.income was lower, as might be expected, 
for the ru·ral than the urban group. The combined sample did not differ 
significantly in socioeconomic level from the general state pattern as 
reflected in measures of education and income. 

Data analysis involved several steps. The first was to codify, 
tabulate and computer analyze the information from the questionnaires. 
rn·order to facilitate rural/urban comparisons as specified in the research 
objectivei?, contingency tables were prepared; and statistical evaluations 
were made employing chi square to test for significant differences at 
the five percent level of probability. 

The results of the analysis have been organized into four tables. The 
purposes of two of these are descriptive and/or elaborative; therefore, 
no significance tests were applied. The measures shown in the tables 
contained in the following section on findings are, in most instances, self­
explanatory. Where indicated, however, an explana,tion about the treatment 
of the data or o~erationalization is given. 
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Table 1. Selected Demographic Characteristics of Sample 

Characteristic 

1. Median Age 
.Rural re.sidents 
Urban residents 
Total sample (N=99) 

2. ·Percent Male Respondents 
Ruralr~sideri.ts 
Urban residents 
total sample (ij=99) 

3. Median Education 
Rural residents 
Urban residents 
Total sample (N=99) 

Ohio* 

4. Median Income 
Rural residents 
Urban residents 
Total sample (N=99) 

Ohio* 

Value 

42.0 
41.3 
41.6 

68 .• 9 
63.0 
65.7 

12.1 
12,;4 
12.3 

12.2 

8,790 
12,960 
11,550 

10,313 

· *Source: U. s. Bureau of the Census; U.S.· Census 
of Population: 1970, General Social and Economic 
Characteristics, Ohio. Washington, D.C., U.S. 
Government Printing Office. 
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Findings 

The results·. ~ddres's several questions regarding rural/urban use of 
communi~ation mechanisms. (1) To what extent were mass media used by 
rural and urban residents? (2) What communication mechanisms were 
most frequently preferred relative, to different types of information? 
(3) Did rural_and urban residents differ on the use of mechani~ms 
preferred for various types of information? Additionally, a fourth 
question is: what were the important mechanisms for agricultural 
information? 

Rural/Urban Use of Mass Media 

Table 2 ,cont:ains data wher~by rural _and urban residents are compared 
on the extent of use of several mechanisms commonly recognized as 'mass 
media' sources. The data show· that both rural-and urban residents 
regularly utilized television, radio and newspapers extensively; no 
significant differences.were observed between the groups in the extent - . 

of use of these mass media sources. Significant differences .were noted, 
however, between the rural and urban groups in the extent to which selected 
magazines were regularly read. Significantly larger proportions of urban 
than ruralresidents acknowledged regular use of Time~ Newsweekand 
National· Geographic whi_le the preponderance of those. regularly reading 

· Life and Readers' Digest were rural residents. 

Rural/Urban Use of Mechanisms 
For Selected Types ()f Information 

Table.3 showi:; the percentage distributions for the first choice pre­
fer'ences of se~e-q 'commiinication mechanisms __ for 14 different types of 
informational material; the percentage of respondents who did not indicate 
a preference in each instance is.also shown. Although no statistical 
evaluations on 'tural/u'rb~n differences were made for Table 3, an inspection 
of the modal categories for each of the different types of information 
reveals some interesting patterns. The first is· that mass media sources 
were predominantly.favored for all types of information. Secondly, rural 
and urban resic;lents exhibited the identical patterns in their preferences 
of mechanisms for all but one of the information types. _Newspapers were 
favored over other sources for most kinds of information, particularly 
informational needs with a local orientation. Information regarding 
national and state issues was typically elicited from television. The one 
exception was the case of occupatfonal irif ormation. _Fellow workers was 
the modal choice fot.tural residents in contrast 'with the category, maga-
zines , for urban dwellers. -. 

Table 4 represents an aggregated form of.the data shown in Table 3. 
Two categories,· mass media and personal contacts, were formed through a, 
combinat:Lon of ,fir·stchoice preferences for multiple sources. Mass media 
included radio, televisiOn, newspapers, and magazines while_ sources which_ 
had the possibility for face.:..to~face i~teraction, :Le., fellow workers, 
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Table 2. Comparisons of Rural/Urban Use of Mass Media 

Measures 

Radio 

Percent regularly: 
listening to: · · 

1 or more stations 
2 or more stations 

Percent regularly 
listening: 

2 or more hours daily 

Television 

Percent regularly 
watch:Lng: 

1 or more stations · 
2 o+ more stations 

Percent regularly 
watching: 

2 or more hours daily 
' . L 

Newspapers 

Percent regularly 
reading: 

1 or more papers 
2 or more papers 

National News Magazines 

Percent reading regularly: 

Time 
Newsweek 
Life· 
Reader's Digest . 
National.· Geographi~ 
U. s. News/World Report 

Area of Residence 
Rural Urban 

(N=45) (N=54) 

100.0 
64.4 

73.3 

95.6 
71.2 

97.8 

93.3 
57.7 

4.4 
6.7 

11.1 
60.0 
l,7 .8 

8.9 

92.6 
55.6 

68.5 

96.3 
87.0 

92.6 

98.1 
53.7 

24.1 
14.8 

3.7 
48.l 
29.6 
13.0 

Total 
(N=99) 

96.0 
59.6. 

70.7 

96.0 
79.8 

94.9 

96.0 
55.6 

15.2 
11.l 
7.1 

53.5 
24.4 
11.l 

Level of 
Statistical 

Significance* 

n.s. 
n.s. 

n.s. 

n.s.. 
.n.s. 

n. s'.. 

n.s. 
n.s. 

p < .001 
p (.05 
p < .01 
p < .01 
p < .05 
n.s. 

*Statistical·compariSons of· rural and urban differences using 
!=-hi square.· 



Mechanisms 
Type.of Radio Tele- News- Maga- Fellow Friends & Extension No 

Information ·vision papers. . zines Workers Neighbors Agents Response 

Percent of Respondents* 
World/National 
News 
~ural 13~3 46.7** '22.2 4.4 - - - - 13.4 

Urban 14.8 48.I •' ',, 22.2 1.9 - - - - - - 13.0 
Total' 14.1 47.5 22.2 3.0 - - ·- - - - .13.2 

State/Regional 
News. 
~ural .·. 20.0 35.6 26.7 - - - - - - - - 17.7 

-· 

Urban 20.4 35.2 29.6 - - - - - - ' - - 14.8 
Total 20.2 35.4 28.3 - - -- - - - - 16.1 

····Local News 
,, 

Rural 22.2 4.4 46.7 - - 4.4 6.7 - - 15.6 
Urban 20.4 31.4 35:.2 - - - - - ·- - - 13.0 
Total 21.2 19.2 40.4 - - ' 2.0 3.0 - - 14.2 

Communit;y: Affairs I 
00 

Rural 4.4 - - 44.4 - - 2.2 24.4 4.4 20.2 I 

Urban 13.0 13.0 48.1 - - 1.9 7.4 1.9 14.7 
Total 9._l 7.1 46.5 - - 2.0 15.2 ' 3.0 17.1 

Consumer Products 
Rural 6. :7 15.6 4.4 46.7 - - - - 6.6 20.0 
Urban 1.9 14.8 24.1 33.3 3.7 1.9 - 3.7 16.6 
Total 4.0 15.2 15.2 39.;4 2·.o 1.0 5.0 - 18.2 

OccuEational · 
.Information 

Rural 2.2 2.2 6.7 15.6 ··. 35.6 2.2 6.6 28.9 
Urban 1.9 3.7 5.6. 35.2 ·18.5 3.7 9.3 22~1 

Total 2.0 3.0 6.1 26.3 26.3 3.0 8.1 25.2 
Entertainment 

Rural 4.4 20.0 40.0 4.4 2.2 6.7 2.2 20.'1 
Urban ' 5. 6 16.7 42.6 1.9 - - 16.6 - - 16.6 
Total 5.l 18.2 41.4 3.0 1.0 12.1 1.0 18.2, 

. -~· 



Table 3. Continued 

-
Mechanisms 

Type of· Radio. Tele- · New-s..:..- Maga- Fellow Friends & · Extension No 
Information vision . paper,s zines Workers Neighbors A.gents Response· 

.. -
-- ·--- ----- - ··-·-

Percent of Respondents* 
Technical ReEorts 

Rural .. · - - 4.4 8.9 37.8 2.2 - - 15.5 31.2 
Urban 1.9 7.4 7.4 37.0 1.9 - - 14.8 29.6 
Total 1.0 6.1 8.1 37.4 2.0 . - - ls.·1 30.3 

' Environmental 
Issues 

Rural 4.4 15.6 20.0 13.3 4.4 2.2 11.2 28.9 
Urban 5.6 20.4 22.2 20.4 - - - - 3.8 27.6 
Total 5.1 · 18.2 21.1 17 .2 2.0. 1.0 7.1 28.1 

I 
Local School \D 

Affairs 
I 

Rural 8.9 ·- - 46.7 - - - ·- 17 .8 6.6 20.0 
·urban 5.6 11.1. . 33.3- L9 5.6 16.7 3.7 22.1 
Total 7.1 6.1 . 39.4 1.ff 3.0 17 .2 5.1 21.1 

Community Health 
Centers 

Rural 11.1 - - 33.3 - - 2.2 15~6 4.4 33.4 
Urban 5.6 5.6 37. 0 3.7 9.3 9.3 3.8 25. 7 . / 
Total 8 .. 1 3.0 35.4 2.0 6.1 12.1 4.0 29.3 

Area Politicians 
Rural 4.4 2.2 64.4 - - 8.9 . - - 20.l 
Urban 9.3 22.2 42.6 1.9 5.6 3.7 - - 14~7 
Total 7.1 13.1 52.5 1.0 3.0 6.1 - - 17.2 

Social Activities 
Rural 6.7 - - 42.2 - - 2.2 20.0 4.4 '24.5 
Urban 3.7 1.9 48.1 - - 3.7 24.1· 1.9 16.6 
Total· 5.1 1.0 45.5 - - 3.0 ·22.2 3.0 20.2 

communitz DeveloE-
. ment Programs ;·,,,, .. 

Rural 13.3 2.2 26.7 - - - - 8.9 11.1 ·-·- 37.8 
Urban 5.6 9.2 37.0 - - 3.7 .5.6 1.9 37.0 
·Total 9.1 6.1 32".3 2.0 7.1 6.1 37.3. 

*(N=45 rural;54 urban; 99 total) 
**Modal category underscored 



Table. 4. ·. Comparisons of Rural/Urban First Choi.ce :Preferences· of Mass Media or Per~o11.al Contact Sources for 
Selected Types of Information · 

Type of 
Inforination 

World/Nat:i.onal 
News .. · .. 

·. Rural (N=37) 
Urban (N=46) 

State/Regional 
News 
-Rural (N=39) 
Urban (N•47) 

Local News 
Rural (N=38) 
Urban· (N=47) 

CommunitI Affairs 
Rural (N=36) 
Urban (N='46) 

Consumer Products 
Rural (N=36) 

. . Urban (N"=45) .· 
Occu32ational 
Inf orniation 
. Rural (N~32) 
Urba11 .(N=42) 

Entertaiiunent 
Rural(N=36) 
Urban (N=45) · 

First Choice Sources* 
Mass Media Personal 

Contacts 

Level of 
Statistical 

Significance**·· 

--:Percent of Responcfents*** 

100.0 n.·s. 
100.0 

\ 

100.0 .n.s. 
100.0 

86.8 13.2 p < .02 
100.0 o.o 

6Ll 38.9 p < ~01 
87.0 13.0 

91. 7 8.3 ·n.;s • 
88.9 11.1 

37.5 62.5 n .• s. 
. 59.5 40.5 

86.1 13.9 n.s. 
80.0 20.0 

Type of 
Information 

First Choice Sources* Level of· 
Mass Media Personal Statistical 

Contacts ·Significance** 

Percent of RespondentsT*** 

Technical 
Reports 

Rural (N=31) 74.2 25.8 n.s. 
Urban (N=38) 76.3 23.7 

Environmental 
Issues 

Rural (N=32) 75.0 25.0 p < .02 
Urban (N=39) 94.9 5.1 

Local School 
Affairs 

Rural (N==36) 69.4 30.6 n.s.· 
Urban (N=42) 66;.7 33.3 

Communitx Health 
Centers 
. Rural (N=30) 66.7 33.3 n.s. 

Urban (N=40) 70.0 30.0 
Area Politicians 

Rural (N=36) . 88.9 11.1 n •. s. 
Urban (N=45) 89.1 10.9 

Social Activities 
Rural (N=34) 64.7 35.3 n.s. 

· Urban (N=45) 64.4 35.6 
Communitx DeveloE-
ment Programs 

Rural. (N=28) 67.9 32.1 n. s •. 
Urban (N=34) 82.4 17.6 

·*Mass media includes radio, television, newspapers, and magazines •.. Personal contacts includes fellow 
workers, friends/neighbors and ext.ension agents • 

. ·**Statistical c.ompari~ons using chi square. with · P < -. 05. 
***Percentages were recomputed to reflect elimination of the no response cases on each item.· Accordingly, 

. chi square values were based on the readjusted marginal totals. 

I ..... 
0 
I 



-11-

Table 5. Rankings of Mechanisms Preferred for Agricultural Information 

Mechanism 

Magazines 

Newspapers 

Radio 

Television 

Connnunity 
Extension 
Service 

Extension 
Bulletins 

Books 

Neighbors 

Percent of 
Respondents 

Ranking 
(N=99) 

49.5 

51.5 

34.3 

38.4 

23.2 

27.3 

29.3 

26.3 

Percent of 
Urban Respondents ' 

Ranking 
(N=54) 

33.3 

48.2 

27.8 

42.6 

11.1 

14.8 

16.7 

11.1 

Percent of . 
Respondents 

Assigning Rank 1 
(N=99) 

23.2 

25.3 

12.l 

8.1 

17.2 

5.1 

7.1 

3.0 

Mean 
Rank 

2.2 

2.4 

2.7 

2.8 

2.8 

3.5 

3.8 

4.5 
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given, particularly by those engaged in rural. development, to the 
increased and expanded uses of mass media information sources in program 
activities. Mass media sources have potential for functioning in several 
ways as a viable and effective communications tool. For one, mass media 
are effective mechanisms for widespread dissemination of information. 
This is particularly true when the intent is to inform or interest a 
maximum number of persons in a particular issue or program. Mass media 
may also be used for teaching purposes; i.e., a program, technique or 
plan can be pictoria.lly and/or verbally explained in detail via mass 
media sources, and the advantages visually represented. Another role 
that mass media may play is to provide means for reinforcing or supporting 
programs that have already been launched in the community. 

Even though more extensive use of mass media is advocated, the 
importance of utilizing multiple mechanisms in communications systems 
cannot be discounted. Communications research (Berelson, et. al. 1954; 
Klapper, 1960, Tichenor, et. al. 1970) has indicated that interpersonal 
contacts which permit two:Way"°'f"low of information are vital to facilitate 
exchange between community leaders and change agents and to reach certain 
categories of people, such as the undereducated. Thus, effective information 
dissemination entails an appropriate "mix'' of mass media forms with other 
methods of communication, including interpersonal contacts. What "mix" 
is best depends on the target population, the goals of ·the program and the 
resources of the agency. 
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