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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Drought has long since become a common term in most West Texans’ 

vocabulary. Whether the public has read about it in the newspaper or listened to the 

weather report on the nightly news, drought has been a part of the news in the West 

Texas area. While sometimes this coverage is not direct, the economy, local agriculture 

and cities in the region depend on a constant supply of water to continue daily life in 

West Texas. 

While most of the general public only thinks of the water supply in times of 

drought or when their personal supply is threatened, drought is not the primary reason for 

water resources becoming endangered. Climate changes also account for some of the 

more frequent and harsher droughts. While climate changes could increase the depleting 

water resources on this planet, other factors such as growing populations, undetermined 

water rights, poor water quality, water waste and increased competitiveness for water 

cause stress on the already decreasing water resources (National Drought Mitigation 

Council, 2006).  

 West Texas residents, as well as anyone who lives in an area where water 

resources are threatened, must be knowledgeable about the current water situation, 

possible implications of a depleting water supply, and effective conservation efforts. 

Cartmell, Dyer, and Birkenholz (2001) noted that the public receives much of its 

information about the world from journalists, therefore water-related issues must appear 
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in the news for the public to be educated about them. Newspaper editors serve as 

gatekeepers for what gets coverage in the local news and what issues the public does not 

get to read about. It is important to know how decisions are made regarding the 

publishing of agricultural news, specifically water-related news (Cartmell et al., 2001). 

Maceviciute (2000) stated that collective measures must be in place to achieve results 

when dealing with an environmental issue such as water conservation. In order for future 

water-related planning and policy efforts to truly help West Texas, the public must be 

aware of all aspects of water-related issues. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 The general public forms many of its opinions from their current news sources. 

Rogers (1983) called the great influence the mass media has on the public the 

Hypodermic Needle Model. Haygood, Hagins, Akers, and Keith (2002) added that many 

of the attitudes expressed through the media directly affect consumers’ perceptions of 

agriculture. A 1993 American Opinion Research Inc. survey found 81 percent of adults 

consider the news media to be their primary source of information regarding science 

topics, especially those associated with the environment and natural resources. 

When a person does not have knowledge on a subject, they may take for granted 

what the media reports as true and objective. A media source must uphold the journalistic 

standards on which the American public assumes it is receiving information each time the 

media reports on a subject. Journalists provide much of the information the public 

receives about the world, including information about agriculture (Cartmell et al., 2001).  
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The public needs to be “agriculturally literate” in order to respond appropriately 

as issues arise (Frick, Birkenholz, & Machtmes, 1995). Tisdale (1991) reported that an 

individual must be well informed to make responsible choices whether it be in matters of 

food and fiber or politics. Frick et al. (1995) stated that agricultural literacy is based on 

the assumption that as a society becomes more aware of problems and issues facing 

agriculture, public pressure will increase for the development of policies, which are 

mutually beneficial for both consumers and producers. 

The general public must have an accurate perception about agriculture because of 

its impact upon society, the environment, the economy, and personal health (Terry & 

Lawver, 1995). The California Agricultural Education Web site (2005) says American’s 

lack of knowledge on how economically and socially significant agriculture is to society, 

seriously challenges American agriculture and education. As fewer people are directly 

involved in production agriculture, public support of the industry becomes even more 

important (Trisdale, 1991) 

Editors must realize their preconceived notions on certain news determinants 

when deciding coverage of events. Newspaper coverage or lack of coverage on water-

related topics is a result of newspaper editors’ perception of the topic’s newsworthiness 

to his audience. Biased reporting or lack of coverage can result in readers not receiving 

factual or in some cases relevant information. News determinants are taught to journalists 

at the entry level but are editors using the news determinants of timely, local and 

importance when making coverage decisions for their newspapers? Do editors 

perceptions of news determinants relate to the true importance of water issues to their 
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audience? Having an understanding of how editors prioritize news determinants when 

reporting on water-related issues will lead to a better understanding of how to assist 

editors in providing water-related information to their readers. 

 

Need for Study 

 Frick et al. (1995) stated that identifying shortfalls and misconceptions about 

agriculture is the first step in finding an appropriate course of action to combat 

agricultural illiteracy. Agriculture literacy among Americans has also been found lacking 

because of the shortage of agricultural coverage in national news periodicals (Terry et al., 

1995). To enable citizens of the United States to remain informed and educated on 

agricultural issues, newspapers must give an objective and knowledgeable account of the 

current issues, including water issues.   

 In West Texas, water has always been an area of interest due to lack of supply and 

its importance to the agriculturally based economy. Common sense says that editors will 

print stories that rate high in new determinants for their audience. Newsworthy topics 

selected by readers (Sundar, Knobloch, & Hastall, 2005). If editors do not print stories 

that are timely, local, and important to their audience, it is a significant finding.  

 

Purpose and Objectives 

 The purpose of this study was to examine West Texas newspaper editor’s use of 

news determinants when covering water-related issues. The following objectives were 

formulated to accomplish the purpose of this study: 
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1. Describe West Texas newspaper editors based on demographic variables. 

2. Describe how West Texas newspaper editors use the news determinants of 

timeliness, local, and importance to determine coverage of various water 

issues. 

3. Describe the perceptions and behavior of West Texas newspaper editors as 

they relate to reporting water-related issues to their readers. 

4. Determine possible statistical relationships between demographic variables, 

news determinants, and editor perceptions and behaviors. 

 
Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms were constitutionally or 

operationally defined to help the reader better understand this study. 

Agricultural literacy- Agricultural literacy is possessing knowledge and understanding of 

our food and fiber system (Frick, Kahler & Miller, 1991). 

Bias- A partiality that prevents objective consideration of an issue or situation (Princeton 

University, n.d.). 

Decision Making Process- The process though which editors rank news to determine 

what will be printed. 

Editor- A person at a newspaper who edits stories and decides which ones to publish. 

Gatekeeper- The individual or group of individuals who controls what information or 

news gets to the public, in this case what gets printed in a newspaper. 
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Important- Magnitude and significance of the idea, event or situation. Depending on the 

individual sentence “importance” is also used in the place of “important” to help 

the readability of this study (Mississippi State University, n.d.). 

Local- Nearness to the audience. Depending on the individual sentence “locality” is also 

used in the place of “local” to help the readability of this study (Mississippi State 

University, n.d.)  

News- News is the reporting of current events usually by local, regional or mass media in 

the form of newspapers, television and radio programs, or sites on the World 

Wide Web (News, 2006). 

News Determinants- The yardstick by which an editor determines how newsworthy an 

idea, event or issue is to his/her readers. 

Newsworthiness- “The ability of news stories to attract readers or viewers; often defined 

by such criteria for selecting and reporting environmental news as prominence, 

timeliness, proximity, impact, magnitude, conflict, oddity, and emotional impact” 

(Cox, 2006, p. 199). 

Objectivity- Expressing or dealing with facts or events as perceived without distortion by 

personal feelings, prejudices, or interpretations. 

Timely- Implies immediacy or nearness to the present. Depending on the individual 

sentence “timeliness” is also used in the place of “timely” to help the readability 

of this study (Mississippi State University, n.d.)  

Readership- The readers or potential readers of a newspaper because of proximity to a 

newspaper office.  
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Water resources- All the water available for human use, namely domestic use, 

agriculture, industry. (World Water Council, 2006). 

 

Limitations to the Study 

The researcher acknowledges that this study has limitations because of its small 

sample size. This study is limited to newspaper editors and only newspapers that have a 

major portion of their circulation in the Texas High Plains Underground Water District 

No. 1. Generalizability to larger audiences is also limited because of the exploratory 

nature of the study. 

 

Assumptions 

There are a few basic assumptions that were understood while conducting this 

study. The researcher assumed that the editors surveyed in this study provided honest 

answers that reflected their newspapers and that the questionnaire is being completed in 

the editor’s office or in a professional environment. Annual weather variations (drought, 

excess rainfall) may influence responses, but we assumed that participants responded 

based on an average year.  

 

Significance of Study  

The American public relies on unbiased and objective news in all aspects of life, 

including the agriculture industry. Water resources in West Texas are considered closely 

related to the agriculture industry because of the vital relationship between the two. The 



8 

8 

importance of the agricultural industry to society increases the need for agricultural 

literacy (Haygood et al., 2002). Society as a whole is significantly influenced by the news 

media (Vestal & Briers, 2000). The media’s interpretation of the agriculture industry 

weighs heavily on the general public’s opinions and knowledge of agriculture. 

Objectivity must be preserved when printing stories to ensure the public gets a true 

picture of the issue at hand, but more importantly so that they gain knowledge on the 

subject.  

This study evaluates how editors perceive specific water issues to rank in news 

worthiness to their readership. Generalizations cannot be made from this study because 

the nature and sample of the study is small. Only water-related topics were covered in 

this study. However, media professionals and editors should examine the results of this 

study and consider the findings to better understand if they print stories and information 

about water-related topics because of newsworthiness to their audience. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 The following review of related literature was done to help establish a theoretical 

framework and background for this study and is ordered under the relevant variables in 

the study. Contextual information is also included to help the reader understand the 

significance of the study. This review consists of literature from the following topics: 

related communication theories, science communication, water in West Texas, 

agricultural and environmental knowledge and perceptions, the media, and news 

determinants. 

 

Related Communication Theories 

 This study encompasses many different communication theories because it deals 

with media, the news it produces, and eventually, the publics’ perception of that news. 

The researcher felt it was necessary to discuss three of the main theories that are 

interrelated and relevant to this study: agenda setting theory, hypodermic needle theory 

and the gatekeeping theory. 

Agenda Setting Theory 

 Most of a person’s information and knowledge on subjects does not come from 

personal experiences or first-hand accounts. Instead the public relies on media outlets 

such as newspapers, television, Internet and other technologies. Through an editor’s and 

news director’s day-by day selection and display of news, a reader’s attention is turned to 
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specific events influencing personal perceptions of what is most important that day 

(McCombs, 2004). Agenda setting is described by McCombs (2004) as the mass media’s 

significant and sometimes controversial role in determining which topics are at the center 

of public attention and action. Figure 2.1 illustrates the agenda setting theory. 

Figure 2.1  Agenda Setting Model (University of Twente, 2004) 
 

Journalists are known for producing unbiased information that the public needs to 

or has a right to know. Even though this information may not be persuasive in nature, 

McCombs (2004) infers that the act of publishing more information on certain issues, in 

turn makes it more important to the public.  

Agenda setting is important because it suggests the media can have a different 

affect than attitude change on society. Severin and Tankard (2001) state there is evidence 

the media are shaping people’s views of the major problems facing society and the 

problems that are emphasized may not be the ones that are dominant in reality. In 1972 
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McCombs and Shaw found that the mass media set the agenda for key issues in the 1968 

presidential election. Hein (2005) stated that the agenda setting theory is an important 

component when evaluating the media’s perception of agricultural stories. Yet another 

question remains unanswered, who then sets the agenda for the media?  

Fico and Freedman (2001) state that agenda-setting research must explore who 

sets the media’s agenda. Their study focused on a 1988 governor’s election in Michigan 

and sought to find what influenced elector’s decision through content analysis of the 

daily newspaper stories. The researchers focused on whether partisan sources, 

independent sources, or “horse race” experts were more influential in the stories. Results 

from the Fico and Freedman (2001) study stated candidates and their supporters 

dominated story agendas more than any other experts or sources. The researchers 

suggested more research be done about other possible influences that result in setting the 

story agenda. Fico and Freedman (2001) also posed the thought that agenda setting could 

be the result of peer influences or “newsroom socialization.”  

Hypodermic Needle Theory 

When evaluating the media and the editors that determine the news, one must 

consider the weight that the media holds with the general public. The Hypodermic Needle 

Theory implies that the mass media has a direct, immediate and powerful effect on its 

audiences (University of Twente, 2004). This theory states that an individual sender 

could project messages through broadcasting to a group resulting in very similar effects 

within that audience (Romanow & Soderlund, 1996). The same is true for media outlets 

around the world that project messages to the general public. 
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The Hypodermic Needle Theory shown in Figure 2.2 also states that the mass 

media can provide the audience with a specific message to trigger a desired response 

(University of Twente, 2004). In theory, the audience believes only what is provided for 

them by the media; the general public does not take the time or effort to evaluate the 

evidence for themselves. This lack of investigation leads to a public that relies on the 

media for any and all information on a subject and can lead to an illiterate understanding 

of important issues.  

Figure 2.2   Hypodermic Needle Theory (as modified from Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) 

 The Hypodermic Needle Theory highlights the possible importance of the media 

generating how the general public perceives an industry and the different events that 

occur within that industry. Journalists and editors are the backbone of media and if it can 

be identified what news determinants influence their decision to report on a subject, 

Mass Media 
(Internet, radio, 

television, print etc.) 

= Individuals that are members of a general audience 
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research organizations and institutes will be able to provide the media with better story 

ideas, sources, and information. 

Media on agriculture and environmental issues relates to these three theories 

because as topics that can be very technical and foreign, it must be brought to the public 

as a significant and newsworthy matter. If the mass media does not report correctly or 

extensively on agriculture and the environment, the general public only knows and 

understands what the media projects. The media holds immense power in deciding how 

the public interprets information about agriculture and the environment.  

Gatekeeping Theory 

According to Singer (2005) the term gatekeeper originated in 1950 when ‘Mr. 

Gates’, a newspaper wire editor, was known to select a limited amount of stories for 

publication and reject the rest. His actions in turn determined what his community would 

read and therefore possibly believe as fact. Gatekeeping has since been seen as a 

professional role of journalists, to help separate fact from opinion and report objectively 

(Singer, 2005). 

Gatekeeping can be described as an individual physically permitting no 

information, some information, or a lot of information through a “gate” like the media 

(Romanow & Soderlund, 1993). The gatekeeping theory focuses on those that are in the 

position to control the content of mass media, specifically editors, reporters and 

producers. Romanow and Soderlund (1993) also suggest that information that passes 

through a gate is likely to take on some of the orientations of the gatekeepers. Figure 2.3 

illustrates the relationship between gatekeeping and agenda setting. 
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Figure 2.3  The Relationship Between Gatekeeping and Agenda Setting (Romanow & 
                  Soderlund, 1993). 
 

In summary, these theories provide a foundation for this study that not everything 

that happens in the world gets reported and what does get reported goes through a 

conscious decision process that involves many people in the news process, as well as 

other influences and constraints (Romanow & Soderlund, 1993). Editors hold a central 

and crucial position in providing news and information to the audiences as gatekeepers in 

a long chain of news flow (Chang & Lee, 1992). 

 

Science Communications 

 Communicating any industry or issue to a diverse audience is hard, but when that 

industry is intertwined with science a new level of difficulty is reached. Agriculture as a 

whole is very closely related to science in research, production, livestock and other facets 

of the industry and therefore communicating it to the general public is more difficult. Not 

only does a general audience have trouble relating to science, but many people that report 

on scientific issues have trouble understanding it as well. Science communication does 
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more than just inform people about scientific activity, it places it into a broader context 

and is essential to forming opinions about public policy (Treise & Weigold, 2002).  

 In 2001, Michael F. Weigold conducted a review of literature related to science 

communications. He based that review on the fact that scholars in the area of science 

communication thought the importance of science news was poorly benchmarked by the 

mass media. The review first discussed the subject of science, then presented key players 

involved in communicating science and concluded with interrelationships between 

science and those that communicate it (Weigold, 2001). Weigold mentioned that the 

literature says the interests, goals, values, and routines of scientists and science 

journalists clash. This may be one of the biggest reasons for the misunderstandings and 

disagreements between the two groups (Weigold, 2001). 

 Weigold (2001) states one of science’s most important values is objectivity as a 

result of continued research. Journalism on the other hand is a subjective profession 

where fairness is important but not required when reporting on an issue. Also cited in 

Weigold’s (2001) review is the finding that most reporters think scientists seek publicity 

with their research and they are only somewhat accessible for interviews.  

 Research by Treise and Weigold (2002) focused on two themes related to 

scientific communication: the importance of science communication and that science 

communication is done poorly. The study sought to examine the beliefs of a specific 

group of people that communicate science: science writers, editors and science 

communication researchers (Treise & Weigold, 2002). An open-ended survey was mailed 
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to a random sample of three different organizations whose membership fit into those 

groups. 

 The questionnaire used only include one question: What are the most important 

questions, opportunities, or unresolved issues in science communication that, when 

addressed, would advance the current state of the field? (Treise & Weigold, 2002). While 

exploratory qualitative research was needed in this area, the lack of in depth questioning 

takes away from the possible usefulness of this study. But the researchers did get very in-

depth answers from their respondents. 

 Of the 850 questionnaires sent out, 497 were returned for a response rate of 58 

percent (Treise & Weigold, 2002). Three trained independent coders did coding for the 

open-ended responses. Data from the study revealed that the participants felt science 

literacy is the most important issues to researchers and science communicators. 

Respondents were also concerned with the process of science learning that is a result of 

their writing and stories published (Treise & Weigold, 2002). Overall, the Treise and 

Weigold (2002) study found that science writers are concerned with the same issues 

scholars have identified problem areas where the public may not be getting the 

information needed in a format that is helpful. 

 A 2004 study by McInerney, Bird and Nucci focused on how scientific 

knowledge about genetically modified food flows to the American public through 

specific language and messages. The researchers literature review revealed that scientific 

knowledge and research generally make their way to the public through literature only 

when there is a risk factor or when controversies arise (McInerney et al., 2004). 
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 The study consisted of searching for genetically modified food information in a 

more scholarly and sophisticated context that can be found with most Internet sources 

(McInerney et al., 2004). The goal was to find out why publications published different 

amounts of information on a yearly basis, examine the content about genetically modified 

food, and look for relationships between critical instances and publication patterns. 

 The McInerney et al. (2004) study concluded that public consciousness and 

interest in science related issues could be traced by looking at items written through the 

use of large publication resources like Dialog and Lexis-Nexis. Scholarly scientific 

publications tended to be objective and reporting, while popular press sometimes 

oversimplified their interpretation of the material causing misunderstanding and possible 

unneeded concern in the public (McInerney et al., 2004). 

 Further science communication literature focuses on the need for scientists and 

journalists to be on the same page when reporting about science. Ruth, Lundy, Telg, and 

Irani (2005) used a descriptive survey to examine the perceptions of Southern 

Association of Agricultural Scientists (SAAS) members on the news media and the 

perceived need for media relation skills.  

 Of the 300 SAAS members surveyed, 62 agricultural scientists responded, 

yielding a response rate of 20.6 percent (Ruth et al., 2005). Overall the members of 

SAAS that participated were male, had been employed by universities for many years, 

and focused on the physical and biological sciences (agronomy, animal science, 

biochemistry, horticulture, plant pathology, soil and water conservation). The low 

response rate limited the generalizability of the findings. 
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The scientists who where surveyed had somewhat negative attitudes about all 

news coverage and national news coverage of general science topics and topics from their 

agricultural disciplines. The scientists viewed local news and agricultural news coverage 

of science and agricultural stores more positively as a whole (Ruth et al., 2005). 

Again the researchers stated that scientists and journalists must work together to 

create a dialogue through which the public comes to understand scientific issues (Ruth et 

al., 2005). While lack of knowledge can be a problem for writers, Ruth et al. (2005) noted 

that if journalists know too much about a technical subject, their writing might be 

overspecialized and difficult for the public to understand.  

Respondents’ confidence levels in communicating with the media were found to 

be higher if those scientists had completed media relations training, but as a whole they 

felt confident in their media relation capabilities (Ruth et al., 2005). Those surveyed did 

cite they would like more training in the areas of communicating in crisis situations and 

writing newspaper columns (Ruth et al, 2005).  

 

Water in West Texas 

 Water is a precious resource to everyone, but in West Texas, water determines the 

livelihood of many farmers and ranchers as well as the quality of life for other residents. 

Historical and recent droughts, along with the depletion of the Ogallala Aquifer are 

events in which the public should be well educated and aware of the possible effects on 

life in West Texas.   
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 The Ogallala Aquifer is a key water-bearing unit underlying approximately 

174,000 square miles from Texas to the Dakotas, and is a major source of water for the 

High Plains. Figure 2.4 is a map of the central U.S. that the Ogallala Aquifer occupies. 

Most of the water has been held in the aquifer for millions of years. 

The aquifer has long been a major source of water for agricultural, municipal and 

industrial development. Half of the U.S. population and almost all of those in rural areas 

draw water from underground aquifers for domestic needs (Guru & Horne, 2000). More  

than 90% of the water pumped from the Ogallala irrigates at least one fifth of all U.S. 

cropland (Guru & Horne, 2000).  

 The withdrawal of groundwater now greatly surpasses its natural rate of recharge 

and in some places the aquifer has already been exhausted as an irrigation source (Glantz, 

1989). Some people assume the Ogallala will naturally refill when rainfall is plentiful, as 

do lakes, rivers and reservoirs, but sadly that is not the case (Guru & Horne, 2000). While 

irrigation technology has vastly improved over the years it is imperative that efforts 

continue to find further solutions to maintain the aquifer as a resource (Guru & Horne, 

2000). 
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Figure 2.4  The Ogallala Aquifer (North Plains Groundwater Conservation District, n.d.)  

 
The Media’s Agricultural and Environmental Knowledge and Perceptions 

There are many factors that determine a person’s knowledge or lack of knowledge 

on a subject. Journalists’ and editors’ perceptions and knowledge of agricultural and 

environmental issues are extremely important to what news gets published and public 

opinion. 
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The American Opinion Research, Inc. conducted a study in 1993 that interviewed 

512 journalists from daily newspapers, wire services, network TV and local TV from 

across the U.S. The study found that the media is the top source of environmental 

information for most Americans, with 47 percent choosing television and 35 percent 

newspapers.  

In this study, journalists were also measured on their knowledge of specific 

environmental issues and then compared to average adults surveyed in a previous study. 

Journalists were found to be somewhat more knowledgeable than average adults. Forty-

five percent of newspaper reporters in the study ranked governmental officials, press 

releases, or reports as their number one source for story ideas, while only 16 percent said 

academics, universities and professional journals. 

Seven in 10 reporters responded journalists generally lacked the training and 

background to cover stories on technical environmental issues. On the contrary, 

supervisors said they had tried to improve reporting by sending reporters to 

seminars/workshops, providing more time for stories, and buying subscriptions/literature 

(American Opinion Research, Inc., 1993). 

As a result of the study, the American Opinion Research, Inc. (1993) 

recommended the following to improve environmental coverage: (a) elevate the status of 

the environmental beat, (b) provide more mid-career training in environmental issues, (c) 

hold environmental reporting to the same standards as other reporting, (d) develop a 

wider variety of news sources, and (e) broaden the scope of environmental reporting. 
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Frick, Birkenholz, and Machtmes (1995) found that certain characteristics affect 

how a person scores on a knowledge of agriculture assessment questionnaire. The 

population in the study that was tested included an equal number of people that lived in 

rural and urban areas. The study determined like characteristics of the participants that 

feel the same on perception of agriculture and those characteristics that lower agriculture 

knowledge scores. Unfortunately, the results did not produce a uniform set of 

characteristics to apply to the general public. It was observed by the researchers that 

respondents living on a farm and those with higher education levels have more 

knowledge on agriculture than participants not fulfilling one of these characteristics 

(Frick et al., 1995). That observation does not support the common assumption that 

individuals living in rural areas know more about agriculture than educated urban 

individuals.  

Frick et al. (1995) concluded that all respondents could improve their knowledge 

of agriculture though the respondents did have an overall positive perception of 

agriculture. If the average journalist is similar to the population in this study, they would 

be educated but not necessarily know more than the average person about agriculture. 

Many Americans expect the person writing on a subject to be an expert on the subject 

they are writing about. 

While residency demographics (urban, rural) do not seem to have a large effect on 

agriculture knowledge, Terry and Lawver (1995) found that male students at Texas Tech 

University tend to have a more positive perception of food safety, animal welfare, 

farming and ranching practices, and the use of medication on animals than do their 
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female counterparts. For this study, data were collected via telephone procedures from 

390 students majoring in all colleges at Texas Tech University.  

The Terry and Lawver (1995) study also found results that differ from Frick et al. 

(1995) in that hometown, along with gender, explained the greatest amount of variation 

in students perceptions about the agricultural issues studied. It was recommended that 

programs to inform students about agriculture should target students from cities and 

metropolitan areas and females (Terry & Lawver, 1995). This study, if generalized to a 

journalist or editor population, could mean that females and those from urban areas could 

have less than desirable perceptions of agriculture because of their lack of knowledge in 

that area. The researcher also realizes that the 1995 study’s findings may not be accurate 

in today’s population because of the changing dynamic of females involved in the 

agricultural industry. 

Vestal and Briers (2000) conducted a study to determine knowledge, attitudes, 

and perceptions of journalist that write for metropolitan markets in the United States. The 

study was conducted by using a mailed questionnaire. This study focused on the area of 

biotechnology and found that journalists’ knowledge of food biotechnology was 

relatively low. 

Vestal and Briers (2000) stated “educating journalists is important because 

journalists play a significant role in shaping public perceptions” (p. 134). In this study, 88 

of the 376 journalists that represented 62 of the 96 largest newspapers in the United 

States were questioned. While the response rate for the target population is very low, the 

study provides exploratory research in this area. 
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Journalists in Vestal and Briers (2000) study had a low knowledge level with an 

average of 30 percent correct answers on a multiple-choice test of biotechnology 

information. This finding led the researchers to question what the journalists’ perceptions 

and attitudes are based on, if they have very little knowledge on the subject. 

While most of the participating journalists had high levels of acceptance on 

biotechnology procedures, they did not report having enough knowledge to base those 

decisions (Vestal & Briers, 2000). It could be argued that because editors determine what 

stories get published, they too rely on very little knowledge of a subject to base their 

attitudes and perceptions of a story. 

In Environmental Communication, Cox (2006) wrote that it is particularly 

difficult for editors and newsrooms to deal with the environmental beat for two main 

reasons. First, there is seldom a breaking story or a definitive event related to the 

environmental beat, which makes it hard for reporters to fit the stories into a conventional 

news format. Secondly, few reporters have training in science or complex environmental 

matters to write about the matters correctly. 

Cox (2006) also reports that the general public relies on reports and representation 

of the media for environmental news because they typically do not personally encounter 

problems like global warming or mercury poisoning in their day to day life. The media’s 

representation of the environment or any issue should not be thought of as neutral (Cox, 

2006) because of the influences associated with the production of news as discussed in 

the theory section of this review. 
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The Media’s Coverage of Agriculture and the Environment 

 Television, then newspapers, serve as the top sources of information for 

Americans including those residing in West Texas (American Opinion Research, Inc., 

1993). Reports of events that have occurred, issues and trends that can impact daily lives, 

as well as descriptions of upcoming activities help readers to plan their daily activities, 

solve problems and make decisions -- all of which affects individuals, families, and 

communities. 

Ostman and Parker (1984) found that newspapers were used most often for 

environmental news. Ithaca, New York served as the location for the study where 336 

residents completed phone interviews about their perception of environmental news. 

Local newspaper were found to have high accuracy ratings but respondents had the most 

confidence in books and magazines as sources for environmental news. Those 

interviewed also had negative perceptions of the job done by journalists and their concern 

for the environment. 

What is thought of as environmental content varies from medium to medium 

within the news (Ostman & Parker, 1984). The researchers also stated that unless the 

audience uses more than one source for environmental news, their knowledge, feelings 

and behaviors would probably be influenced by the media source most often used. This 

result will be increased if the individual is not influenced by an interpersonal source with 

scientific knowledge of the environment (Ostman & Parker, 1984). 

In a 1989 study, Riesenberg and Gor stated that the value of information as a 

commodity in today’s world cannot be overemphasized. The progression of the 
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information age has contributed greatly to the stagnation or progressiveness of many 

farming operations. The study sought to identify and describe sources that farmers found 

credible, beneficial and preferred.  Three hundred eighty-six farmers in Nez Pierce 

County, Idaho were mailed a survey instrument by obtaining names and addresses from 

the County Extension office. 

Farmers in the study preferred interpersonal methods of communication over 

mass media when receiving agricultural information. This finding could be related to the 

general public and remind editors and journalists to keep their writing personal when 

writing about issues that are hard to understand or foreign to the readers. 

Whitaker and Dyer (2000) conducted a study evaluating how the selection of 

informational sources and media perception of material contribute to the bias levels of 

articles in both periodicals-news and agricultural in regards to environment and food 

safety. The three agricultural periodicals evaluated were Farm Journal, Progressive 

Farmer, and Successful Farming. The three news periodicals evaluated were Newsweek, 

Time, and U.S. News & World Report. 

 News magazines and agricultural magazines reported about the same percentage 

of articles on environment and food safety topics when related to the weekly publication 

rate of the news periodicals (Whitaker & Dyer, 2000). The most used sources for 

information to write those articles were educational and governmental, which are also the 

easiest sources to access. Agricultural magazines tended to use several agricultural 

sources and no activist sources whereas news magazines did just the opposite when 

writing an article for publication.  
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The Whitaker and Dyer (2000) study pointed out that “to fairly present all sides of 

a story, journalists should strive to use a wider variety of sources for factual information, 

rather than relying heavily on governmental and educational sources” (p. 132). This 

statement came from the finding in the stories that most journalists use the sources that 

are readily available instead of going out and finding other respectable sources. 

Whitaker and Dyer (2000) also stated that consumers, as well as agricultural 

professionals, should speak out about the importance of objective and knowledgeable 

coverage over all subjects in the news. The relationship between the general public and 

journalists should provide both parties with the responsibility to produce and consume 

accurate and fair news (Whitaker & Dyer, 2000). The general public cannot believe 

everything that is reported without doing individual research on subjects that seem 

controversial or badly researched. There has to be a standard of newsworthiness editors 

strive for when informing the public. 

It is common for most people to believe that when a journalist reports on an issue, 

they have a broad knowledge base about that topic. In 2001, Cartmell et al. found that 

editors of Arkansas daily newspapers ranked their knowledge of agriculture as “average” 

to “somewhat high” even though most of the editors had never taken a course in 

agriculture.  

It is important to remember that this knowledge of agriculture is self-assessed and 

not based on an actual knowledge test. While 70 percent (n = 21) of the Cartmell et al. 

(2001) population returned the questionnaires, the sample size was relatively small and 
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the study cannot be generalized to a larger population. But, the study did conclude that a 

majority of the respondents were once reporters for extensive time periods.  

Many of the editors in the study indicated they had experience in agriculture from 

only living in a rural area and that only nine editors said they had worked on a farm 

(Cartmell et al., 2001). One of the most remarkable findings of this study was that only 

five of the newspapers had an agriculture reporter assigned to cover agriculture news, but 

76 percent of the editors perceived their readers to be at least “somewhat interested” in 

agriculture. The editors in the study also noted that their interest level for certain topics 

was different than what interested their audience. 

Haygood, Hagins, Akers, and Keith (2002) conducted a study evaluating the 

current coverage of agriculture available through the Associate Press wire service by 

doing a content analysis based on the Hayakawa-Lowry news bias categories. The study 

found an increase of 22 percent of agricultural articles posted on the wire from 1997 to 

2000. The research also found that less than one-half of the statements were based on 

verifiable facts. 

 While much of the general public is uncertain as to what standards a journalists 

should be held, many journalists have personal or professional principles to which they 

adhere. 

The Media’s Use of News Determinants 

Newsworthiness can be described in numerous ways with different determinants 

defining it. The way in which editors perceive a reader’s interests’ in news is a huge 

factor in the gatekeeping process. Editors are taught to choose news by certain 
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characteristics referred to as news determinants. News determinants are the yardstick by 

which an editor determines what portion of the day's news minimum he/she will use 

(Mississippi State University, n.d.).  

Most journalism curriculum agrees on five main news determinants: timeliness, 

prominence (importance), proximity (locality), consequence, and human interest. These 

determinants provide newspaper editors a basis on which to determine newsworthiness to 

their audiences.  

In 1992, Chang and Lee attempted to determine what influenced editor’s 

perceptions of the importance of news factors when related to foreign news. Editors from 

all parts of the country were surveyed though mail techniques. Chang and Lee (1992) 

operationally defined newsworthiness as something that is timely, has impact or 

consequence, human interest and conflict.  

The researchers identified 12 factors of foreign news coverage from past content 

analysis and asked editors to rank the factors from one to five in importance. Through a 

canonical correlational analysis, they found editors’ perceptions of foreign news factors 

are determined by individual differences and organizational constraints in the newsroom. 

Many of the editors were found to focus on factors closely related to impact or 

consequences to their readers (Chang & Lee, 1992).  

Sundar et al. (2005) focused a study on the indicators online news sites 

incorporate in their daily display of news that are related to traditional values of 

journalism. Newsworthiness was defined as extensive coverage, source credibility and 

timeliness of the news. 
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Readers’ news selections in Germany and the U.S. were investigated in a web-

based experiment by associating the displayed articles with different levels of 

newsworthiness, credibility and timeliness. The study included 266 female respondents 

and ranged from 14 to 58 years of age. Sundar et al. (2005) supported their first 

hypothesis that stated the higher the perceived newsworthiness of a news item, the more 

exposure time is spent on the news item. The researcher also found that effects of 

newsworthiness, credibility and timeliness on selective exposure were independent from 

each other. 

For this study, the researcher used three of the above news determinants, 

timeliness, locality (proximity), and importance (prominence). 

 

Significance of Review of Literature 

 In this review of literature, the need to understand the related communication 

theories, science communication, water in West Texas, the media, and news determinants 

was established. From here, research can continue to answer the question how do editors’ 

use news determinants when reporting on water-related issues. 

 Research shows many different variables go into how and why an editor publishes 

certain stories. Knowledge, perceptions, objectivity, and newsworthiness are intertwined 

when looking at an editor’s decision to cover water-related issues. Water is also a science 

related topic and falls into the area of science communication, making it more difficult 

for reporters to report accurately to the public. This study is focused on finding if and 
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how much editors rank water-related topics in the three areas of timely, local, and 

important when reporting information to their readers. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 The purpose of this study was to examine West Texas newspaper editor’s use of 

news determinants when covering water-related issues. The following objectives were 

formulated to accomplish the purpose of this study: 

1. Describe West Texas newspaper editors based on demographic variables. 

2. Describe how West Texas newspaper editors use the news determinants of 

timeliness, local, and importance to determine coverage of various water 

issues. 

3. Describe the perceptions and behavior of West Texas newspaper editors as 

they relate to reporting water-related issues to their readers. 

4. Determine possible statistical relationships between demographic variables, 

news determinants, and editor perceptions and behaviors. 

 

Design 

This study utilized a correlational design to accomplish the objectives for the 

study. Correlational research helps to clarify understanding of important phenomena by 

identifying relationships among variables within the study (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). A 

census of newspaper editors within the High Plains Underground Water Conservation 

District No. 1 was conducted in the form of an online questionnaire in order to obtain the 

needed data. 
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Population 

Newspaper editors in West Texas served as the population for this study. Those 

editors of newspapers with readership in the High Plains Underground Water District No. 

1 (HPWD) were identified as the accessible population for this study. Counties served by 

the HPWD are Baily, Cochran, Hale, Lubbock, Lynn, and Parmer, as well as portions of 

Armstrong, Castro, Crosby, Smith, Floyd, Hockley, Lamb, Potter, and Randall Counties 

(Figure 3.5). An area of 10,728 square miles or 6,869,910 acres is served by the water 

district (High Plains Underground Water District, 2005). 

 
Figure 3.5  Counties served by the HPWD No. 1 (High Plains Underground Water 
District, 2005) 
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The Texas Press Association newspaper database (2005) was used to identify 

editors of newspapers published within the HPWD. While not within the HPWD 

boundaries, newspapers in Canyon and Amarillo were also included because of their 

circulation size, proximity to the study area, and the likelihood that residents within the 

water district subscribe to these newspapers.  

Twenty-six newspapers were originally identified as having readership within the 

HPWD. To minimize potential frame error, the researcher conducted a web-based 

investigation of each of the 26 newspapers. Through this investigation, it was discovered 

that two of the newspaper offices listed in the Texas Press Association newspaper 

database were no longer open. As a result, the population for this study was editors at 24 

newspapers in the HPWD. All 24 newspapers and their editors were included in this 

study. 

 

Instrumentation 

To achieve the purpose and objectives of this study, a questionnaire was 

developed by the researcher. As suggested by Dillman (2000), the Web based survey 

started with a welcome screen that was motivational, emphasized the ease of responding 

and instructed the editor to proceed to the next page. The first section included a list of 12 

specific water issues that were generated from a review of literature and the HPWD 

annual report that identified pertinent water issues within the water district. Editors were 

asked to identify the significance of the three news determinants (local, timely, and 

importance) on each of the 12 specific water issues, as related to their readership. Each of 

the water issues was ranked 1-10 on locality, timeliness and importance.   
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The second section, water stories, consisted of five questions to help researchers 

understand reporting behaviors related to water topics as well as editor perceptions of 

water as a news item. Questions were close-ended with unordered and ordered response 

categories, meaning categories such as education were ordered from lowest to highest in 

some situations but not all. One question did ask respondents to indicate a percentage 

from 0-100% across six categories of where story ideas commonly originate, formatting 

options in SurveyMonkey ensured that the percentages equaled 100. Editors were also 

asked in an open-ended question how many times a year their paper published a water 

story.  

To accurately compare each set of answers to those of other editors in the West 

Texas region, six demographic questions were asked. Editors were also asked what would 

better assist them in producing water-related media in an open-ended format. This 

question was left open-ended to generate unique responses and insight from each editor. 

Items in this questionnaire were formatted primarily as closed-ended to convene 

the likelihood of response. Drop down menus were not used for categorical closed ended 

questions because respondents may not know how to reveal hidden answers behind the 

drop-down menu (Dillman, 2000). Additional formatting options found in 

SurveyMonkey were used to ensure that only one response was chosen for the multiple-

choice questions. An open-ended question was only used when the answers were very 

straight forward, such as number of years, as suggested by Dillman (2000).  

The questionnaire was developed by the researcher and edited by faculty experts 

at Texas Tech University. Changes were made to the color scheme on SurveyMonkey 
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and the visual layout of the questions on pages in accordance to the suggestions made by 

the faculty. 

A pilot test was conducted on May 31, 2006 using 16 graduate students from the 

Agricultural Education and Communications Department at Texas Tech was conducted 

on May 31, 2006. The pilot was conducted using a hard copy form of the questionnaire, 

designed to be identical to the online version that was used for the actual study. The pilot 

test data and responses resulted in two wording changes in the questionnaire and one 

instance of reformatting. Data from the pilot test was analyzed using SPSS to determine 

reliability scores. A Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for each of the news determinants 

used in the instrument from the pilot data: timeliness yielded a .71, local yielded a .74 

and importance yielded a .78. After analyzing the reliability scores, it was determined 

that omitting any of the water issues would not significantly improve reliability, so the 

researcher proceeded with the original instrument. A posthoc Cronbach’s alpha was also 

calculated for each of the news determinants used in the instrument from the true data set: 

timeliness yielded a .96, local yielded a .95 and importance yielded a .95. The reliability 

scores increased form the pilot test to the true data set. 

The survey instrument was housed on surveymonkey.com. SurveyMonkey is a 

web-based survey company that allows the design, collection and analysis of individual 

surveys. The survey software available on SurveyMonkey provides options such as 

requiring answers to any question, controlling the flow with custom skip logic, and 

randomizing answer choices to eliminate bias. SurveyMonkey also allows each survey to 

have unique and complete control over the colors and layout of the survey. It is free to 

use SurveyMonkey but the researcher was provided with a professional subscription that 
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provided more advanced features. The researcher found SurveyMonkey to be better 

suited for the format and layout of questions used in the questionnaire than other online 

survey companies that contained pre-determined styles and formats for questions that 

could not be altered.  SurveyMonkey does utilizes an encryption coding process to ensure 

that all information provided is kept confidential and used only for the purpose of the 

study. It is also possible to give each respondent a unique number to help with non-

response and keeping track of which respondents have answered. 

 

Internal Validity 

 Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) state that there are six main threats to internal 

validity in correlational research: subject characteristics, location, data collection, testing, 

instrument decay, and mortality.  

Subject characteristics refer to when two or more characteristics of individuals are 

correlated; there exists the possibility that yet other characteristics can explain any 

relationship that is found (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). Whenever all instruments are 

administered to each subject at a specified location but the location could vary in each 

respondent, it is called a location threat (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006).  

During data collection, Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) find data collector 

characteristics and data collector bias to result if more than one person administers the 

instrument or if unconscious bias results from the instrument being given or scored by the 

same person. Testing refers to respondents filling out the first part of an instrument and it 

influencing response to a separate part of the instrument (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). 
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Instrument decay as defined by Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) is the changes in 

instrumentation over time that may affect the internal validity of a study.  

Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) describe a mortality threat as the possibility that 

results are due to the fact that subjects who are for whatever reason ‘lost’ to a study may 

differ from those who remain so that their absence has an important effect on the results 

of the study. 

In this study, mortality was not a factor because subjects were only being 

questioned once. The location was a potential threat as the questionnaire was completed 

via the Internet. The researcher assumed the questionnaire was being completed in the 

editor’s office or in a professional environment. The researcher sought to create an online 

questionnaire that would minimize the potential threat of instrument decay. This included 

giving the respondent sufficient time to answer each item while keeping the overall 

length of the questionnaire to a minimum. 

 The researcher can also conduct correlational research with certain expectations in 

mind, thus causing another threat to internal validity (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). 

Whenever two or more characteristics are correlated, there is a chance that the 

relationship found can be explained by other characteristics not included in the study. The 

researcher was aware of this possible outcome and remained aware of this possibility 

when analyzing data and generalizing the results of the study. 

 

Data Collection 

 Data collection began June 29, 2006 and ended August 18, 2006. Individual pre-

notice e-mails were sent out to all identified editors describing the study and informing 
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them of the upcoming e-mail with a link to the online study on Friday, June 29, 2006. On 

Monday, July 3, 2006 the researcher sent out individual e-mails to the 24 newspaper 

editors with a link to the questionnaire. A reminder e-mail was sent to the non-

respondents on July 6 and July 10 as an attempt to get them to complete the 

questionnaire. The editors’ e-mail addresses were obtained from the Texas Press 

Association’s (2005) newspaper database. 

On July 17, 2006 the researcher attempted to contact the non-responding editors 

to administer the questionnaire by phone or through faxed copy to handle non-response. 

The researcher kept a call log in order to track each editor’s progress. The initial response 

to the online questionnaire was nine of 24 editors. After additional calls and faxes, 10 

more editors responded. The late responders were contacted again by phone and fax but 

only three more surveys were obtained to make a total of 22 surveys, a 91.6 percent 

response rate. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Data were exported from Survey Monkey as an Excel spreadsheet and then 

categorical data were coded with numbers for use in SPSS. The data were then imported 

in SPSS PC v. 13 for statistical analysis.  

The open-ended responses were coded by a group of experts at Texas Tech using 

open coding practices outlined by Punch (2005) with the objective of conceptualizing the 

data. The coders first compared the data and generated abstract categories as 

recommended by Punch (2005). The coders then asked one type of question that is 

distinctive of grounded theory in three different forms (Punch, 2005): 
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• What is this piece of data an example of? or, 

• What does this piece of data stand for, or represent? or, 

• What category or property of a category does this piece of data indicate? 

The open-ended responses were grouped into three categories: sources and facts, 

press releases and filler material and a category that include both types of responses. 

Appendix F is a complete list of all open-ended responses and how they were coded. 

Some recoding of the data and other data obtained from outside sources was 

added to the data set prior to statistical analysis. Total news determinant scores were 

added as variables for timeliness, locality and importance. News determinants were 

collapsed and recoded into three categories based on scores given by each editor to better 

understand and report the data: low (1-3), moderate (4-7) and high (8-10).  

Circulation size was also added to the data set as a variable through information 

from The Texas Press Association newspaper database (2005). The newspapers were then 

recoded into large, middle and small newspapers to create categorical data. Small 

newspapers were defined as those papers with a circulation size of less than 1,000. 

Middle size newspapers were those with a circulation size of 1,001 to 6,000; large 

newspapers were those with a circulation size of 6,001 or more. 

An independent t-test was used to examine possible differences between early and 

late responders. Early responders were defined as those that completed the survey by 

June 28, 2006 and those that completed the survey after that date were categorized as late 

responders. June 28, 2006 was used as the defining date because it is after the initial e-

mails were sent and before the researcher started calling. Linder, Murphy, and Briers 

(2001) suggested the ‘wave’ technique used. Late responders were identified as 
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responding after the last ‘wave’ of stimuli, a phone call. Early and late responders were 

compared on their responses to the ranking of each water-related issues for each news 

determinant as suggested by Linder et al., (2001). The researcher proceeded because 

there was no significant difference between early and late responders. 

To respond to the objectives of this study, data on the main variables were 

summarized using measures of central tendencies and variability. Relationships between 

variables were analyzed using appropriate correlation techniques. Differences between 

groups were examined using t tests and analysis of variance (ANOVA). Data that dealt 

with trends and responses of increase, decrease, and stay constant were also recoded to 

produce ordinal data. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine how West Texas newspaper editors within 

the HPWD use new determinants when deciding to cover water-related issues in their 

newspapers. The following objectives guided this study: 

1. Describe West Texas newspaper editors based on demographic variables. 

2. Describe how West Texas newspaper editors use the news determinants of 

timeliness, local, and importance to determine coverage of various water 

issues. 

3. Describe the perceptions and behavior of West Texas newspaper editors as 

they relate to reporting water-related issues to their readers. 

4. Determine possible statistical relationships between demographic variables, 

news determinants, and editor perceptions and behaviors. 

The findings from each objective of this study are described in this chapter. The 

results are explained with the information and data found from the research conducted. 

Findings Related to Objective 1 

Objective 1: Describe West Texas newspaper editors based on demographic variables. 

Table 4.1 shows that the distribution of editor gender within the HPWD  

(N = 22) was equal. There was the same amount of males (n = 11), as females (n = 11) 

surveyed in this study. 
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Table 4.1 Gender Distribution of Newspaper Editors in HPWD (N = 22) 

Gender Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

Female 11 50.0 

Male 11 50.0 

Total 22 100.0 
   
 As shown in Table 4.2, the highest reported ethnicity was white (n = 21) and 

represented 95.5 percent of the sample. The only other ethnicity reported was Hispanic  

(n = 1), representing 4.5 percent of the editors. The most frequently reported level of 

education obtained by the editors within the HPWD was a college degree (n = 14), which 

included 63.6 percent of the total sample studied. Those editors having a high school 

degree or GED (n = 2), some college (n = 3) or a graduate degree (n = 2) made up the rest 

of the group with one editor falling into the other category identifying a few college 

hours past a bachelor’s degree. 
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Table 4.2 Demographic Characteristics of Newspaper Editors in HPWD (N = 22) 

Characteristic Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

Ethnicity 

White  21 95.5 

Hispanic  1 4.5 

Level of Education 

High School graduate (GED)  2 9.1 

Some college  3 13.6 

College degree (B.S., B.A.)  14 63.6 

Graduate / professional degree  2 9.1 

Other (extra hours past a bachelor’s degree)  1 4.6 

Editors’ age is reported in Table 4.3. Before data was grouped into categories to 

help the researcher see any trends between the newspapers across the HPWD, the average 

age was 50.32 with a standard deviation of 11.9. The most frequently reported age of 

editors fell in the range of 51-60 (n = 9), making up 40.9 percent of the total sample 

studied. The lowest represented age groups within the population were under 30 years of 

age (n = 2), 31-40 years of age (n = 1) and over the age of 70 (n = 1), 9.1, 4.5 and 4.5 

percent respectively. 
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Table 4.3 Age of Editors within the HPWD (N = 22) 

Age Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

23-30 2 9.1 

31-40 1 4.5 

41-50 6 27.3 

51-60 9 40.9 

61-70 3 13.6 

71-72 1 4.5 

Total 22 100.0 

Note. Mode = 51-60, M = 50.3, SD=11.9 

How long the editors surveyed have been in the profession is listed in Table 4.4. 

The average length of time as an editor was 16 years with a standard deviation of 13.1 

before the data was put into ranges to assist in making data easier to understand. Eight 

editors have been in their position less than five years resulting 36.4 percent. Only one 

editor fell into the category of 36 to 41 years as an editor, 4.5 percent of the population. 

The other editors in the categories 6-15 years (n = 4), 16-25 years (n = 5) and 26-35 (n = 

4) made up 18.2, 22.7 and 18.2 percent respectively. 

Editors also reported the number of years each of them have resided in the 

Panhandle of Texas, 27 years was the average length of time the editors had lived in the 

Panhandle with a standard deviation of 19.4 before recoding the data into categories. 

Table 4.5 shows 16-30 years was the most frequently selected category (n = 7) for the 

length of time editors had lived in the Panhandle, making up 31.8 percent of the 

population. Less than five years (n = 6) and 31 to 45 years (n = 5) of living in the 
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panhandle each made up 27.3 and 22.7 percent of the population. The 46 to 60 years (n = 

3) of years residing in the Panhandle made up 13.7 percent of the population surveyed 

and one editor reported more than 61 years in the Panhandle equaling 4.5 percent.  

Table 4.4 Years as an Editor (N = 22) 

Years Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

0-5 8 36.4 

6-15 4 18.2 

16-25 5 22.7 

26-35 4 18.2 

36-49 1 4.5 

Total 22 100.0 

Note. Mode = 0-5 years experience, M = 16, SD = 13.1 
 

Table 4.5 Years Residing in the Panhandle of Texas (N = 22) 

Years Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

.17-15 6 27.3 

16-30 7 31.8 

31-45 5 22.7 

46-60 3 13.7 

61-72 1 4.5 

Total 22 100.0 

Note. Mode = 16-30 years, M = 27, SD = 19.4 

Editors were also asked whether they grew up or had work experience in a 

farm/ranch environment, findings are reported in Table 4.6. All editors responded to the 
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question, 40.9 percent (n = 9) did grow up with or have work experience in a farm/ranch 

environment, while 59.1 percent (n = 13) did not. Of those editors responding yes, only 

six specified how many years of farm experience they had, those years ranged from seven 

to 58.  

Table 4.6 Farm Experience of Newspaper Editors in HPWD (N = 22) 

Farm/Ranch Experience Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

Yes 9 40.9 

No 13 59.1 

Total 22 100.0 

Note. Mode = No Farm/Ranch Experience  
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Findings Related to Objective 2 

Objective 2: Describe how West Texas newspaper editors use the news determinants of 

timeliness, local, and importance to determine coverage of various water issues. 

 Table 4.7, Table 4.8, and Table 4.9 shows how editors in West Texas scored 

water-related topics for the news determinant local, timely and important (N = 22). 

Scores were grouped into three categories, low, moderate and high to assist the researcher 

in reporting and describing the data. The average total news determinant scores for 

important, local and timeliness were calculated before the recoding: important = 75.23, 

local = 75.23 and timeliness = 76.18. 

 As a general observation, when an editor marked a water-related topic as critical 

for one news determinant, it was typically marked critical in the other two determinants 

as well. The same was found for items marked in the low and moderate categories. 

 Table 4.7 shows how newspaper editors ranked water-related issues for the news 

determinant local. Farm and ranch consumption had the highest frequency of local impact 

with 81.8 percent of the editors (n = 18) marking it in the high (8-10) range. Water policy 

(n = 15), home conservation (n = 14), education (n = 13), ground water management  

(n = 12), community water supply (n = 11) and research development (n = 11) were all 

marked high in locality by 50 percent or more of the editors. Thirteen editors, making up 

59.1 percent of the population, ranked recreational water usage low (1-3) in the news 

determinant category local. The water issues brush management and desalinate drinking 

water both ranked very intermediate between 25 and 37 percent in all three categories for 

local: low, moderate and high.  



49 

49
 

 
Table 4.7 Local News Determinant Score on Water-Related Topics (N = 22) 

 Low Moderate High 

Topic f % f % f % 

Farm/Ranch Consumption  2 9.1  2 9.0  18 81.8 

Water Policy  3 13.6  4 18.2  15 68.2 

Home Conservation  3 13.6  5 22.7  14 63.6 

Education  3 13.6  6 27.3  13 59.1 

Ground Water Management  2 9.1  8 36.4  12 54.5 

Community Water Supply  4 18.2  7 31.8  11 50.0 

Research and Development  7 31.8  4 18.2  11 50.0 

Wildlife  5 22.7  7 31.8  10 45.5 

Brush Management  7 31.8  7 31.8  8 36.4 

Desalinate drinking water  8 36.4  6 27.3  8 36.4 

Precipitation Management  6 27.3  12 54.5  4 18.2 

Recreational Water Usage  13 59.1  6 27.3  3 13.6 

Notes: M = 75.23, SD = 26.49 
 News determinant scale ranged from 1 (not important) to 10 (critical). For 

reporting purposes, the data were grouped into categories of Low (1-3), 
Moderate (4-7), and High (8-10) 
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How editors marked water-related issues in the area of importance is displayed in 

Table 4.8. Farm and ranch consumption (n = 16) was again marked the highest in 

importance by 72.7 percent of the editors. Recreational water usage (n = 13) made up the 

highest percentage of editors to mark an issue in the low category for importance, 59.1 

percent. Water policy (n = 13), education (n = 13), ground water management (n = 12), 

home conservation (n = 12), community water supply (n = 11) and research and 

development (n = 11) were all ranked high in importance by more than 50 percent of the 

editors. Precipitation management (n = 12) was ranked as moderate by 54.5 percent of the 

editors, the largest percentage in the category. 

Water-related issues were also ranked in the news determinant timely and the 

results are shown in Table 4.9. Farm and ranch consumption (n = 16) was ranked in the 

high category for the news determinant timely, by the highest percentage of editors 72.7 

percent. Home conservation (n = 14), water policy (n = 13), education (n = 13), 

community water supply (n = 12), ground water management (n = 12) and research and 

development (n = 2) were also chosen to be marked high for timely impact by more than 

half of the editors, very little difference was found between these issues for the news 

determinant importance. Recreational water usage (n = 13) was marked low in timeliness 

by 59.1 percent of the editors, the highest percent in the low category.  
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Table 4.8 Importance News Determinant Score on Water-Related Topics (N = 22) 

 Low Moderate High 

Topic f % f % f % 

Farm/Ranch Consumption  3 13.6  3 13.6  16 72.7 

Water Policy  3 13.6  6 27.3  13 59.1 

Education  5 22.7  4 18.2  13 59.1 

Ground Water Management  3 13.6  7 31.8  12 54.5 

Home Conservation  3 13.6  7 31.8  12 54.5 

Community Water Supply  4 18.2  7 31.8  11 50.0 

Research and Development  7 31.8  4 18.2  11 50.0 

Wildlife  5 22.7  8 36.4  9 40.9 

Brush Management  8 36.4  6 27.3  8 36.4 

Desalinate drinking water  9 40.9  7 31.8  6 27.3 

Precipitation Management  6 27.3  12 54.5  4 18.2 

Recreational Water Usage  13 59.1  6 27.3  3 13.6 

Notes: M =74.73, SD = 27.12 
 News determinant scale ranged from 1 (not important) to 10 (critical). For 

reporting purposes, the data were grouped into categories of Low (1-3), 
Moderate (4-7), and High (8-10) 
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Table 4.9 Timeliness News Determinant Score on Water-Related Topics (N = 22) 

 Low Moderate High 

Topic f % f % f % 

Farm/Ranch Consumption  3 13.6  3 13.6  16 72.7 

Home Conservation  3 13.6  5 22.7  14 63.6 

Water Policy  4 18.2  5 22.7  13 59.1 

Education  4 18.2  5 22.7  13 59.1 

Community Water Supply  4 18.2  6 27.3  12 54.5 

Ground Water Management  3 13.6  7 31.8  12 54.5 

Research and Development  6 27.3  4 18.2  12 54.5 

Wildlife  4 18.2  8 36.4  10 45.5 

Brush Management  7 31.8  7 31.8  8 36.4 

Desalinate drinking water  8 36.4  7 31.8  7 31.8 

Precipitation Management  8 36.4  7 31.8  7 31.8 

Recreational Water Usage  13 59.1  5 22.7  4 18.2 

Notes: M = 76.18, SD = 29.86 
 News determinant scale ranged from 1 (not important) to 10 (critical). For 

reporting purposes, the data were grouped into categories of Low (1-3), 
Moderate (4-7), and High (8-10) 
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Findings Related to Objective 3 

Objective 3: Describe the perceptions and behavior of West Texas newspaper editors as 

they relate to reporting water-related issues to their readers. 

Editors’ most likely water-related news sources are listed in Table 4.10. Local 

sources and connections (n = 11) were found to be the most popular within the HPWD, 

accounting for 50 percent. Educational background (n = 1) was the lowest reported 

source when preparing a story, accounting for only 4.5 percent of the editors. Outside 

sources (n = 4), personal experience (n = 3), and other open-ended responses (n = 3) 

accounted for the rest of the population, 18.2, 13.6 and 13.6 percent respectfully. 

Table 4.12 shows editors reported how the number of water-related stories 

published in their newspapers has changed over the last five years. 

Table 4.10 Most Likely Water-Related News Source (N = 22) 

Source Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

Local sources/connections 

Outside sources 

Personal experience 

Other (open responses) 

Educational background 

11 

4 

3 

3 

1 

50.0 

18.2 

13.6 

13.6 

4.5 

Total 22 100.0 

Note. Mode  = Local Sources/Connections  
 

  

 

 



54 

54
 

Table 4.11 Percent of Sources Used for Water-related Reporting (N=22) 
 

Source M SD Mode Range 

Local sources/connections 32.70 21.70 10a 0-85 

Personal experience 28.10 19.60 20 5-80 

Outside sources 20.20 18.00 10 0-70 

Educational background 10.10 16.70 0a 0-70 

Professional development 7.14 9.53 0 0-30 

Other  1.73 4.87 0 0-20 

Note. Respondents were asked to make percentages add up to 100 percent 

a Multiple modes were present and the lowest number is presented. 
 

Table 4.11 displays the percentages that editors gave different sources that they 

used while reporting upon water-related issues. Each editor was able to give a percentage 

from 0 to 100 for each source, but the percentages had to add up to 100 percent. Local 

sources/connections had the highest mean of 32.70 (SD = 21.70), while the other category 

had the lowest mean of 1.73 (SD = 4.87). 

 

Table 4.12 Trends of Water-related News Stories Published over the Last 5 Years  
(N = 21) 

Number of Stories Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) Mode 

Stayed Constant 10 45.5 Stayed Constant 

Increased 8 36.4  

Decreased 3 13.6  

Note. One editor chose not to respond 
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Table 4.13 Trend of Water-related Issues Importance for the Next 5 Years (N = 22) 

Importance Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) Mode 

Stayed Constant 2 9.1 Increased 

Increased 20 90.9  

Decreased 0 0.0  
 
 Editors replied unanimously (n = 21) that water-related issues have grown in 

importance during the past 5 years; one editor chose not to respond to this question. 

When asked if water-related issues will grow in importance during the next 5 years, 90.9 

percent of editors (n = 20) thought it would increase and 9.1 percent (n = 2) though they 

would remain constant (Table 4.13). 

Table 4.14 displays the number of newspaper stories published about water-

related issues. Data was recoded into categories to help see trends. Seven editors, 36.8 

percent, reported their newspapers publishing 1-9 stories last year about water-related 

issues. Ten to 20 stories published last year were reported by six editors equaling 31.6 

percent and 21.1 percent (n = 4) of the editors reported publishing 21-30 stories last year. 

Only two editors (10.5 %) said they published more than 31 stories about water last year, 

and one editor stated his newspaper published 100 stories. 
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Table 4.14 Number of Water-related Stories Published in the Past Year (N = 19) 

Number of Stories Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

1-9 7 36.8 

10-20 6 31.6 

21-30 4 21.1 

31-100 2 10.5 

Total 19 100.0 

Note. Mode: 1-9, Three editors chose not to respond. 

 Editors were also asked in an open-ended question what would better assist them 

when writing water-related stories. The researcher and committee coded the open data 

into three groups, active material, passive material and those editors whose answers fell 

into both categories. Active materials are those that editors would use to write their own 

stories, such as: a list of sources, fact sheets and research data. Passive materials were 

those that editors would use directly from another sources such as: press releases or 

stories that are ready to print. Table 4.15 displays the data as it was coded into categories, 

original data can be seen in Appendix F. 

Table 4.15 Water-related Resource Material for Editors (N = 18) 

Resource Material Frequency (f) Frequency Percent (%) 

Active 10 55.67 

Passive 5 27.78 

Both 3 16.66 

Note. Mode: Active, Four editors chose not to respond 
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Findings Related to Objective 4 

Objective 4: Determine possible statistical relationships between demographic variables, 

news determinants, and editor perceptions and behaviors. 

 In describing the relationships between the significant variables that emerged 

through the literature review and the previously discussed objectives of this study, the 

researcher ran correlations and, in some cases went on to ANOVA’s and Phi coefficients 

to determine where significance was located. All adjectives used to describe magnitude 

of the correlations in this study are from the 1971 Davis study and are depicted in Table 

4.16. Table 4.17 reports all significant correlations in this study.  

Table 4.16 Adjectives to Describe Correlations (Davis, 1971) 

Correlation (r) Adjective 

1.0 Perfect 

.70-.99 Very High 

.50-.69 Substantial 

.30-.49 Moderate 

.10-.29 Low 

.01-.09 Negligible 
 
A Peirson and Kendall’s correlation with a .05 alpha was used to determine if 

there was a significant relationship between the variables of the study. The relationship 

between total timeliness and total local news determinant scores was found to be a 

positive, very high correlation (rpb = .92). Total importance and total timeliness news 

determinant scores were also found to have a positive, very high correlation (rpb = .91), as 

well as total local and total importance having a positive, very high correlation (rpb = .88). 



58 

58
 

A significant relationship was also found between circulation size and total timeliness 

new determinant scores reported as a positive, moderate correlation (rpb = .44). 

Circulation size also had a negative, moderate correlation with amount of time the editor 

had lived in the Panhandle of Texas (rpb = -.44). The important total news determinant 

score was only found to have one significant relationship with another variable and it was 

a negative, moderate correlation with experience in a farm/ranch environment (rpb = -.43).  

There were also significant demographic correlations discovered with the study. 

Time lived in the Panhandle also had a negative, moderate correlation with gender (rpb = -

.49). Age and ethnicity was found to have a negative, substantial correlation (rpb = -.51), 

as well as education and ethnicity having a negative, moderate correlation (rpb = -.47). 

To compare number of water-related stories published for the past five years, 

number of stories for the present year, education level and water sources, a Kendall Tau 

B at a .05 alpha level was used. A positive, moderate correlation (rpb = .41) was found 

between education and future story trend. Experience in a farm/ranch environment and 

story trend were found to have a positive, moderate correlation (rpb = .44). 
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Table 4.18 shows that the Levene’s test found the population to be homogenous. 

The researcher then proceeded in running a one-way ANOVA on circulation size and 

news determinant totals. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. No 

significant findings were found, but Table 4.19 displays the detailed results of the 

ANOVA used. It should be observed that the larger papers scored higher in the news 

determinant totals than those from smaller papers. 

Table 4.18 Levene’s Test for Homogeneity of Variances  

Category F Df1 df2 Sig 

Timeliness 

Local 

Importance 

2.95 

2.36 

.13 

2 

2 

2 

19 

19 

19 

.08 

.12 

.88 
 

Table 4.19 Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) Comparing the Difference in Circulation Size 
and Editors’ Total News Determinant Scores (N = 22) 

News Determinant Score SS Df MS F Sig 

Between subjects 

Timeliness 

Local 

Importance 

3764.36 

2976.41 

513.70 

2 

2 

2 

1882.18 

1488.20 

256.85 

2.016 

1.95 

.28 

.16 

.17 

.76 

Within subjects 

Timeliness 

Local 

Importance 

17740.91 

14521.04 

17572.67 

19 

19 

19 

933.73 

764.27 

924.88 
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 The researcher also ran an ANOVA on circulation size and all individual water-

related topics news determinant scores. The analysis revealed three significant findings: 

precipitation management for the news determinant local, F( 2,19) = 4.43, p =.03, and 

ground water management for both timely, F( 2,19) = 4.37, p = .03 and local F( 2,19) = 4.15,  

p = .03. While analyzes was done on all items, Table 4.20 reflects only the significant 

findings. 

Table 4.20 Analysis of variance (ANOVA) Comparing the Difference in Circulation 
Size by Individual News Determinant Scores (N = 22) 

Issue/News 
Determinant 

Sums of 
Squares 

df Mean Square F Sig 

Between subjects 

Precipitation 
Management-Local 

Ground Water 
Management-Timely 

Ground Water 
Management-Local 

46.29 

76.54 

73.72 

2 

2 

2 

23.14 

38.27 

36.86 

4.43 

4.37 

4.15 

.03* 

.03* 

.03* 

Within subjects 

Precipitation 
Management-Local 

Ground Water 
Management-Timely 

Ground Water 
Management-Local 

99.17 

166.41 

168.88 

19 

19 

19 

5.21 

8.76 

8.89 

 

*p≤.05     
     

To test news determinant scores for variance among circulation sizes, a Post Hoc 

Tukey HSD test was conducted, but no significant findings were found. A Phi-coefficient 

or crosstabs (SPSS) was also conducted on the circulation size and what type of material, 
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active or passive, would help editors produce better stories. Findings suggested larger 

newspapers did not request passive material but because the sample was so small, no 

significance was found. 

Phi-coefficient analyses and Cramer V’s were also conducted on gender and farm 

experience, circulation and gender and gender and whether water issues have grown in 

the last five years, but no significant findings were found. 
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CHAPTER V 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Summary 

The agriculture industry, like any industry, deserves to have unbiased, objective 

and correct reports on its people, products and processes. Water is a precious resource to 

everyone, but in West Texas water determines the livelihood of many farmers and 

ranchers as well as the quality of life for other residents. Historical and recent droughts, 

along with the depletion of the Ogallala Aquifer are events in which the public should be 

well educated and aware of the possible effects on life in West Texas.   

Editors realize their role in deciding the type and extent of coverage of water 

issues to their readers. The editor’s use of news determinants and various news sources 

can also influence the writing of water related news stories. This research was guided by 

two broad questions: 

• How do editors rate the timeliness, local relevance, and importance of the various 

water quantity related topics as potential stories for their readers? 

• What are the editors’ publishing behaviors and attitudes toward water quantity 

related topics? 

As stated in Chapter II, the existing lack of literature related to water quantity 

news topics and the media efforts to cover these topics, the results of this study will help 

Texas Tech researchers disseminate completed water research more effectively and 

efficiently to news outlets. Editors will benefit from this study because it will help them 

to better provide current water quantity related information to their readership. 
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As stated earlier, a correlational design was used to accomplish the objectives for 

the study. A census of newspaper editors within the HPWD in which the Ogallala 

Aquifer is the major water source was conducted in the form of an online questionnaire in 

order to obtain the needed data. Twenty-four of 26 identified newspapers responded to 

this study. 

 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study is to examine how West Texas newspaper editors within 

the HPWD use new determinants when deciding to cover water-related issues in their 

newspapers. The following objectives guided this study: 

1. Describe West Texas newspaper editors based on demographic variables. 

2. Describe how West Texas newspaper editors use the news determinants of 

timeliness, local, and importance to determine coverage of various water 

issues. 

3. Describe the perceptions and behavior of West Texas newspaper editors as 

they relate to reporting water-related issues to their readers. 

4. Determine possible statistical relationships between demographic variables, 

news determinants, and editor perceptions and behaviors. 

 

Conclusions  

Objective 1 

 Objective one was to describe the demographic characteristics of newspaper 

editors in the HPWD No. 1. Editors were not found to be primarily one gender, but our 
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sample was split 50/50, female (n = 11) and males (n = 11). Twenty-one the 22 editors 

surveyed were white and most of them (n = 14) had a bachelor’s degree. The editors fell 

between the ages of 23 and 72, but most of them were 41-50 (n = 6) or 51-60  

(n = 9) years old. 

 Surprisingly, eight editors had only been editors for less than five years. But most 

of the editors had lived in the Panhandle of Texas for more than 15 years (n = 16). Local 

sources and connections (n = 11) were found to be the most popular source for water-

related stories by the editors and nine editors said they had experience in a farm/ranch 

environment. 

Objective 2 

Objective two sought to find how editors used news determinants when covering 

water-related issues and it revealed some very interesting findings. First of all, when an 

editor marked a water-related issue high for one news determinant, it was typically 

marked high in the other two determinants too.  

Secondly, commonalities were seen for the water-issues in all three news 

determinant areas. Ranch and farm consumption was marked very high by the editors for 

local (n = 18), timely (n = 16) and important (n = 16) impact to their readers. On the other 

end, recreational water usage was marked the lowest in all three areas, local (n = 13), 

timely (n = 13) and important (n = 13). There were six water-related issues that were 

consistently marked high by more than half of the editors in all three news determinant 

areas. Water policy, home conservation, education, ground water management, 

community water supply and research and development varied in order between local, 

timely and importance, but were all marked by the editors as having high impact. 
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Wildlife, brush management, desalinating drinking water and precipitation management 

were marked in that order for all three news determinants. Editors’ responses varied on 

how local, timely and important these issues were but remained flat for all three 

determinants in each of the scaled categories low, moderate and high. 

Objective 3 

Objective three was to describe the perceptions and behaviors of editors as they 

relate to reporting water-related issues to their readers. We found that editors most likely 

source for a water-related story is local sources and connections (n = 11). Only one editor 

reported education as their primary source for a story and outside sources (n = 4), 

personal experience (n = 3) and other open ended (n = 3) responses made up the rest of 

the population. Editors unanimously (n = 21) felt water-related issues have grown in 

importance in the last 5 years but they reported that water-related coverage remained 

constant. Twenty of the 22 editors thought water-related issues would continue to 

increase in importance, while the other two thought they would remain constant. 

 Editors (n = 7) reported publishing 1-9 stories in the past year while others 

reported publishing 10-20 (n = 6) and 21-30 (n = 4). Only two editors reported publishing 

more than 31 water-related stories last year. 

Objective 4 

Objective 4 sought to find the possible relationships between the variables of the 

study. All three total news determinant scores were found to have positive, very high 

correlations. Total timeliness and local was rpb = .92, total timeliness and importance was 

rpb = .91 and total local and importance was rpb = .88. This finding indicates that when 

editors marked an issue high in one news determinant, they also mark it high for the other 
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news determinants. Circulation size and the total timeliness news determinant scores 

were also found to have a positive, moderate correlation which means the larger the news 

paper, the higher those editors marked issues as timely. The important total news 

determinant score was also found to have a moderate, negative correlation experience in 

farm/ranch environment (rpb = -.43). This means that those editors that reported having 

farm/ranch experience marked water-related issues as less important than those editors 

that did not have farm/ranch experience. 

Demographic relationships were also found in the editors. The amount of time an 

editor lived in the Panhandle of Texas had a negative, moderate correlation with 

circulation size, which generally means the editors that have lived in the Panhandle the 

longest are at the smaller papers and vice versa.  

 

Recommendations  

When Replicating this Study 

The survey instrument was reliable for testing how editors’ rank water-related 

issues for the three news determinants: local, timely and importance. However, the 

number of editors surveyed hinders the generalizability of the study to larger populations. 

Demographic questions were helpful in correctly identifying the sample studied, but 

background experience before being an editor would add additional insight to the 

demographics.  

Editors were asked what education level they had obtained, but what specific 

degree they received was not asked. The researcher assumed that most editors came from 

a journalism background, but this may not be the case. Future research should look into if 
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the editor has actually been introduced to the concept of news determinants. Asking what 

specific degree they obtained would help answer these questions. 

Editors indicated which sources they primarily used for water-related stories by 

choosing from pre-determined categories; open responses would give the information 

more depth. Local sources and connections were found to be the most used sources, but 

knowing specific local sources would be very helpful. 

While a pilot test was used for this study, it was conducted through hard copy 

versions of the instrument. While no problems were realized in this study, using the 

actual web based survey instrument would be more helpful in identifying problems that 

occur when making the site live for the real data collection. If pilot test would have been 

done on the web-based instrument, better feedback could have been gained on the 

question formats and reliability scores would be better compared to those of the real 

study. It should be noted that reliability of the web-based instrument was higher than that 

of the hard copy version used for the pilot test. 

A unique testing number was also given to each editor, to help track data 

collection. The unique number was imbedded at the end of each hyperlink to the survey, 

but in some cases the number was lost and data was reported as not identified. Another 

method for tracking editors should be used to assist with addressing non-response error, 

especially in the case of a larger sample size. 

Editors’ names, e-mail addresses and contact information were obtained through 

the Texas Press Association Web site, but e-mail addresses were not confirmed by the 

individual papers until after the first or second reminder e-mails were sent out. It would 

be very beneficial for the researcher to make a pre-notice call instead of a pre-notice e-
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mail. The researcher realizes this may not be possible with very large population, but 

feels it would dramatically increase initial response to the instrument and bypass filtering 

software and wrong e-mail addresses. 

Future Research Direction 

Additional research needs to be done in the area of news determinants. While this 

study did focus on three of the identified news determinants, the other news determinants 

must be tested to ensure editors use other news determinants in the same way. This study 

also identified editors possibly not differentiating between the new determinants when 

marking the impact of each determinant on the water-related issue. Future research must 

concentrate on viewing each news determinant separately so that more specific data is 

gathered. Questions about whether editors completely understand the concept of news 

determinants and educational background in that area would also be useful in determining 

how and why editors view news determinants in their daily tasks. 

While editors serve as gatekeepers for what stories get published, surveying 

reporters and how they use news determinants when writing about water-related issues 

would add greatly to this study. Identifying how reporters’ opinions differ from editors on 

news determinants would further this study. 

Editors consistently said they used local sources/connections for most of their 

information about water-related topics, but this differs from what they said they would 

prefer to use. Editors preferred outside sources and ready-made materials such as press 

releases and fact sheets. 

Coverage of water-related topics in newspapers in the HPWD was found to have 

stayed constant over the past five years, but editors responded that the importance of 
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water-related issues has continued to increase over the past five years. Further research 

should focus on why when editors feel water issues are growing in importance; they are 

not getting more coverage. 

Farm/Ranch use of water was consistently at the top of all three news determinant 

totals, revealing that editors felt it had the most impact on their readers. Future research 

should explore this category more and possibly break down the category into more 

specific issues to better understand it. News determinants should be looked at more 

closely when compared to farm/ranch experience in the editors. 

 

Discussion 

While 21 of the 22 editors were white, this ethnicity ratio is not true to the whole 

population of the HPWD, which would include a large percentage of Hispanic and 

African American people. There is also the possibility that the editors in the HPWD did 

not come through the ranks, first being a reporter, etc. Editors of the smaller papers are 

typically the owners of the papers they run. This dynamic means that editors do not have 

to have the education, experience or objective perspective that we typically associate with 

newspaper editors. The fact that most of the editors are owners could also help explain 

the reason we do not see a larger variance of ethnicity in the editors of the HPWD. Socio-

economic status could have a great deal of impact on the group of editors in the HPWD 

because only those people with the financial means to buy a paper are eligible to be in the 

editor position. While this statement is not true for all newspapers, the smaller paper in 

the HPWD do fit into this category. 
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The real and perceived knowledge that editors possess is also of interest in this 

study. Editors were asked to rank water-issues, but their knowledge or lack of knowledge 

could heavily influence their decision of how important water is on the high plains. The 

researcher would like to find out exactly what the editors knowledge is on water-related 

issues, but this process is difficult because of the editors resistance to answer honestly to 

knowledge questions that could show they are not knowledgeable in a subject. Like most 

humans, we do not like to show we are not knowledgeable about a subject that seems to 

have significant importance to society, like that of water. 
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APPENDIX A 
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«Newspaper_» 
 
Dear «Salutation» «Editor», 
 
A few days from now you will receive through your e-mail a link to a survey about 
newspaper editor’s use of news determinants when covering water-related issues.  I am a 
graduate student at Texas Tech University in the Department of Agricultural Education 
and Communications and I am completing this research as part of master’s studies. 
 
Water is a precious resource to everyone, but in West Texas water determines the 
livelihood of many farmers and ranchers as well as the quality of life for other residents.  
As I am sure you are aware of, historical and recent droughts, along with the depletion of 
the Ogallala Aquifer, are events that are of growing importance to the general public.  
The public must be well educated and aware of the possible effects on life in West Texas 
so that they may be involved in personal and public decisions about water.   
 
Newspapers continue to serve as an important source of information for West Texas 
residents.  As a researcher, I am interested in knowing how your newspapers cover water-
related topics and issues.  As an editor, your participation in this study will help others 
understand how water-related information and emerging research can be best shared with 
editors like you.  It is hoped that this understanding will assist your future efforts in 
creating awareness of local water-related topics and issues as well as helping to educate 
the general public. 
 
All editors from newspapers that have readership within the High Plains Underground 
Water Conservation District No. 1 are being asked to participate in this study.  In order 
that the results accurately represent the true perceptions of editors, it is important that 
each question on the survey be completed by all editors in the water district. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration to this research project.  It’s only with 
generous help of people like you that this type of research can be successful.   
 
Thank you, 
 
Bristi Arnold 
Graduate Assistant 
Texas Tech University 
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APPENDIX B 

SECOND E-MAIL TO EDITORS 
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«Newspaper_» 
 
Dear «Salutation» «Editor», 
 
As I mentioned in an e-mail earlier this week, I am conducting a research to understand 
how West Texas newspaper editors cover water-related topics and issues for their 
readers.  As an editor of a newspaper with readership in the High Plains Underground 
Water Conservation District, I am requesting your assistance in completing this study.  I 
believe the results from this survey will help researchers and other professionals create 
media resources that will help facilitate your news efforts in water-related topics and 
issues. 
 
Please follow the link «Unique_Web_site» to complete the online survey.  The survey is 
housed in Survey Monkey which utilizes an encryption coding process to ensure that all 
information provided will be kept confidential and used only for the purposes of this 
study. 
 
I ask that you please complete the survey by June 29, 2006.  Based on a pilot test, it 
should take you less than 10 minutes to complete the survey.   
 
Thank you in advance for helping support this study.  If you have questions or comments 
regarding this survey, please contact me, Bristi Arnold at bristi.n.arnold@ttu.edu.   
 
Thank you, 
Bristi Arnold 
Graduate Assistant 
Texas Tech University 
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APPENDIX C 

FIRST REMINDER E-MAIL 
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«Newspaper_» 
 
Dear «Salutation» «Editor», 
 
Earlier this week an e-mail containing a link to an online survey seeking you input about 
covering water-related issues in West Texas was sent to you.  You were chosen to 
participate in this research study because of your status as an Editor of a newspaper that 
serves a readership in the High Plains Underground Water Conservation District No. 1. 
 
If you have already completed the survey, please accept my sincere thanks.  If not, please 
do so today or as soon as possible.  I am especially grateful for your help because it is 
only by asking people like you to share your knowledge and opinions that we can better 
understand how to better assist your news efforts. 
 
If you did not receive an earlier e-mail with an active survey link or if it was deleted my 
mistake, please contact me at bristi.n.arnold@ttu.edu and I will be more than happy to get 
that information to you. 
 
Thank you again for your time, 
 
Bristi Arnold 
Graduate Assistant 
Texas Tech University 
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APPENDIX D 

SECOND REMINDER E-MAIL 
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«Newspaper_» 
 
Dear «Salutation» «Editor», 
 
Last week you received an e-mail containing a link to an online survey that will better 
help me understand how newspaper editors cover water-related issues.  I realize that with 
the holiday and your busy schedule you might not have had time to complete the survey.  
I am including another link to the survey in case yours was misplaced. 
 
The results from this survey will assist researchers and other professionals create media 
resources that will help facilitate your news efforts in water-related topics and issues.  
Your input is imperative to the success of this study.  Please take the time to complete the 
survey; it should take less than 10 minutes of your time. 
 
Please follow the link «Unique_Web_site» to complete the online survey.  All 
information provided will be kept confidential and used only for the purposes of this 
study. 
 
If you have questions or comments regarding this survey or would like to be mailed a 
hard copy to fill out, please contact me, Bristi Arnold at bristi.n.arnold@ttu.edu.   
 
Thank you, 
Bristi Arnold 
Graduate Assistant 
College of Agricultural Education and Communications 
Texas Tech University 
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SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
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West Texas Newspaper Editors Use of News Determinants When Covering Water Issues 

 

Newspapers serve as the primary source of information for Americans including those residing in 

West Texas.  Reports of events that have occurred, issues and trends that can impact daily lives, 

as well as descriptions of upcoming activities help readers to plan their daily activities, solve 

problems and make decisions -- all of which affects individuals, families, and communities. 

 

The following survey is part of a larger research project at Texas Tech University focused on 

water-related issues in West Texas.  The primary goal of this study is to better understand how 

editors determine coverage of water issues within their newspapers.  The results of this study will 

allow us to better supply information that will assist the news industry in meeting the public's 

information needs and wants. 

 

To ensure that we have an accurate representation of editors in West Texas, we are requesting 

that you complete the questionnaire by July 14, 2006.  Your prompt response will add to the 

overall value of this study.   

 

As your participation is voluntary, it is essential that your consent is given to use your responses 

for this research.  We assure you that your individual responses to this study will be kept 

confidential.  By completing this survey questionnaire, you are giving permission for the 

investigator to use your information for research purposes. 

 

Thank you in advance for helping support quality research in the Department of Agricultural 

Education and Communications at Texas Tech University.  If you have questions or comments 

regarding this questionnaire, please contact Bristi Arnold at bristi.n.arnold@ttu.edu.  If you have 

questions concerning your rights as a research subject, you may call the Texas Tech University's 

Office of Research Services at (806) 742-3884, ext. 232. 
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I.  News Determinants 

Editors commonly use three factors in determining what will get published in their 

newspaper and where that news item will be placed within their paper. These factors are 

timeliness (immediacy or nearness to the present time), local (relative proximity to 

readership), and importance (magnitude and significance of the idea, event or situation). 

We realize that a number of events could vary your responses in these three factors and 

that how you respond today may be different from how you would respond to each item 6 

months from now. We ask that you use this day as the single point in time that you have 

to make decisions on each item using these three factors.  

Please indicate how significant you feel the following water issues are to your readers 

in the three areas of timeliness, locality, and importance based on a 10 point scale.  

(1 = Not considered, 10 = Critical). 
 

Issue Timely  Local  Importance 
Ex:  Tornadoes    

Safety  
(time of year, placement in tornado alley) 

3 6 7 

Preparation  
(events leading up to tornado or 
possibility of tornado) 

7 6 8 

Warning Systems  
(time of year, local systems) 

3 6 8 

    
1. Individual Home Water Conservation  

(e.g. use of Smartscape plants, correct 
setting of lawn sprinklers) 

_____ _____ _____ 

2. Farm/Ranch Water Consumption  
(crop management & irrigation 
alternatives, livestock water use) 

_____ _____ _____ 

3. Community Water Supply 
Management  
(e.g. management techniques & 
technologies used with aquifers, lakes, 
streams reservoirs, and playas) 

_____ _____ _____ 

4. Water-related Policy  
(e.g. rules and guidelines designed to 
influence water use through restrictions or 
markets) 

_____ _____ _____ 

5. Precipitation Management  
(e.g. cloud seeding, rain water capture 
techniques) 

_____ _____ _____ 
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6. Brush Control  
(e.g. techniques to control brush growth 
and water use) 

_____ _____ _____ 

7. Ground Water Management  
(e.g. quality concerns created by 
pollutant infiltration, factors that affect 
aquifer recharge) 

_____ _____ _____ 

8. Water-related Research and 
Development 
(e.g. latest research to develop drought 
tolerant plant varieties, new water-related 
technology) 

_____ _____ _____ 

9. Wildlife/Environmental Water Needs 
(e.g. water supply needs for desired 
animal and plant wildlife)  

_____ _____ _____ 

10. Recreational Water Management 
(e.g. water management to promote 
fishing, boating, and water activities such 
as water parks) 

_____ _____ _____ 

11. Purify/Desalinate Non-drinkable 
Groundwater 
(e.g. techniques and technologies 
designed to purify undrinkable water 
sources) 

_____ _____ _____ 

12. Public Education 
(e.g. K-12 efforts, workshops, seminars 
designed to educate the public on water 
related topics) 

_____ _____ _____ 
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II. Water Stories 

The following questions are to help us understand your news reporting behaviors related 

to water topics as well as your perceptions of water as an important news item. 

 

1)  Where do you commonly get your story ideas for your newspaper?  Please 

indicate a percentage from 0-100% so that all six areas add up to 100%. 

_____% My Educational Background (from ideas gained at college, etc.) 

_____% Professional Development (from ideas gained through conferences, 

association newsletters, etc.) 

_____% Personal Experience (ideas gained from my personal history and 

time spent in the community, etc.) 

_____% Local Sources/Connection (ideas from people know or who contact 

me) 

_____% Outside news sources (personal reading, national news, T.V. 

specials etc.) 

_____% Other (please specify) 

_____________________________________________ 

   100% 

2)  What is your primary source for information you need to complete a water-

related news story? 

a. My Educational Background (from ideas gained at college, etc.) 

b. Professional Development (from ideas gained through conferences, 

association newsletters, etc.) 

c. Personal Experience (ideas gained from my personal history and time 

spent in the community, etc.) 

d. Local Sources/Connection (ideas from people know or who contact me) 

e. Outside news sources (personal reading, national news, T.V. specials etc.) 

f. Other (please specify) _____________________________________________ 
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3) In your opinion, have water issues grown in importance in the last 5 years? 

Yes 

No 

4)  In your estimation, how many times a year does your newspaper publish a 

water-related story?  ____________ 

5)  Has this number of water-related stories published in your newspaper 

increased, decreased or stayed constant over the past 5 years? 

a. Increased 

b. Decreased 

c. Stayed constant 

d. Other (please specify)_______________  

 

III. Demographics 

Your responses will allow us to more accurately compare your answers to those of other 

editors in the West Texas region. 

 

6)  What is your gender? 

a. Male 

b. Female 

7)  What was your age as of June 1, 2006? _________ 

8)  Please indicate your ethnicity  

a. White (non-Hispanic) 

b. Hispanic 

c. African American 

d. Asian 

e. Native American 

f. Other _______________ 
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9)  What is the highest level of education you have attained? 

a. Less than high school 

b. High school graduate/GED 

c. Some college/community college degree 

d. College degree (BA, BS) 

e. Graduate/professional degree (MA, MS, Ph.D.) 

f. Other (please specifiy)__________________________ 

10)  How long have you lived in the panhandle of Texas? 

  Enter years ____________ 

 

11)  Did you grow up or have work experience in a farm/ranching environment?  

Yes 

a. No 

If yes, number years ______ 

12)  How long have you been a newspaper editor?   

Enter number of years       

13)  What would best assist you in preparing water related stories? (Please type in 

field) 

      

 

Thank You!  Your participation is very important to this study and future research at 

Texas Tech. Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to complete this survey. 
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APPENDIX F 

OPEN-ENDED CODING 
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Actual open-ended responses to the question: What would best assist you in 
preparing water-related stories? 

Coded 
Category 

Information without jargon.  Something specific that reporters and readers can 
relate to: for example, household numbers instead of linear feet.  Relevant 
information that gets information to the public that means something to them. Active 
input from organizations like yours, extension office, etc. Active 
Good sources. Active 

Staff and local source knowledge Active 
Primarily documented studies about water use, aquifer levels, etc. Active 
Timely information from state  and local agencies; also, any  national reports such 
as material  from the EPA Active 
more information Active 
Hard-hitting facts that would change their complacent ways.  These are my 
opinions. I grew up and worked in ag in East Texas. West Texas is a different 
mentality. We had plenty of water. They (older ag producers) think they don't have 
anything to worry about. The younger ones are not farming as much or full time.  
Water, and the lack of it, will close more cities out here. Active 
More utilization of sources at West Texas A&M University and more public 
meetings, at which issues are brought before the public and 'experts' are available 
for comment. Active 

Getting the relevant facts, places and people involved, for inclusion in story. Active 
info from local organizations who specialize in water-management, such as 
USDA/NRCS offices, Farm Service Agency, City/County officials Both 
Directory of specialists/sources; features and photos on water use and conservation 
issues, stories and fact sheets on how home owners can conserve water with water 
timing, lawn and garden plants that have lower water needs, research on farm water 
conservation such as furrow diking, LEPA systems, etc. Both 

emails, personal interviews and/or hard-copy news releases Both 
News releases featuring local or county residents Passive 
news releases from the industry Passive 
Press releases suitable to format and print as sent that relate to our specific area Passive 
news articles and pictures Passive 
Well researched stories of topics important to farmers, ranchers, producers in our 
area. Passive 
? Missing 
. Missing 
? Missing 
? Missing 
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PERMISSION TO COPY 
 
 
 

 In presenting this thesis in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a master’s 

degree at Texas Tech University or Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center, I 

agree that the Library and my major department shall make it freely available for research 

purposes.  Permission to copy this thesis for scholarly purposes may be granted by the 

Director of the Library or my major professor.  It is understood that any copying or 

publication of this thesis for financial gain shall not be allowed without my further 

written permission and that any user may be liable for copyright infringement. 

 

Agree  (Permission is granted.) 

 

 Bristi Arnold       11/29/06  
 Student Signature      Date 
 
 
 
Disagree  (Permission is not granted.) 
 
 
 
_______________________________________________         _________________ 
 Student Signature      Date 
 




