
Why good journalism 
mattersmatters
Mike Wilson

Executive Editor 
Farm Futures magazine

Farm Progress Co./Fairfax Media



� Farm Progress is America’s largest agricultural publisher, owned by 
the world’s largest ag media company, Fairfax Media/Australia

� Founded in 1841 with Prairie Farmer
� 19 magazines serving more than 825,000 subscribers
� 27 websites with more than 5 million page views per month
� Expanding digital opportunities: e-mail promos, e-newsletters, � Expanding digital opportunities: e-mail promos, e-newsletters, 

mobile/text and more
� Most complete agricultural database — demographically identified 

names, including brand data
� Owns/produces the industry’s leading farm shows
� Creates custom publications for the ag industry
� Broadcasting opportunities for radio, television, video, Web



48 state local agricultural coverage



Editorial content Editorial content 
written to suit the 
business and 
marketing needs of 
America’s largest, 
most profitable 
producers



• Why good journalism matters
– In a world awash in information, who will 

readers/viewers turn to? 
– TV
– Radio– Radio
– Newspapers
– Magazines
– Blogs
– Twitter
– ???
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• Why good journalism matters
– In a world awash in information, who will 

readers/viewers turn to? 

Good journalistic standards apply to all 
platforms, whether you are writing, 
broadcasting, blogging, etc. 



• Basic journalism standards
• Accuracy
• Balance
• Absence of bias - your opinion does not count • Absence of bias - your opinion does not count 

here
• Ethical integrity – we do not pay for information
• Free press/independence – a challenge in 

some countries



• Basic journalism standards
• Credibility: What is it?

– Reputation for telling the truth all the time

– Reader/viewer believability

– Consistency

– An intangible asset for any media outlet



• For starters…
– Who is our audience? 
– How do we determine who we are 

communicating with…communicating with…
– What do they want to know? 
– What do we want to tell them?

??



• Who is our audience…
• Survey data

• Anecdotal information• Anecdotal information

• Experience

• What is the common denominator among our 
audience?



• SURVEY DATA
• Readership studies
• Farm Futures 
• March 2011 issue• March 2011 issue





Readership studies
Michigan Farmer 
February 2011 issue





• Who is our audience:
Common denominator among readers?

for farmers….examples:
--a majority grow the same crops--a majority grow the same crops
-- a majority need help with finances
--all desire to make more profit



• What makes a good story topic?
– Information, educational needs
– Desire to improve practices or change 

behaviorbehavior
– Controversy
– Others?



• Basic article structure
• inverted pyramid

– organized structure in declining order of importance
– who, what, where, when, why– who, what, where, when, why
– statistical evidence
– balance – pros and cons
– where and when to use quotes
– anecdotal leads in features
– WSJ (Wall Street Journal) editorial formula



• Interviewing
• Finding the story

– Researching, contacting best sources
– Asking open ended questions– Asking open ended questions
– Establishing a conversation
– Taking notes/accurate information
– Getting both sides of an issue
– Finding more than one source



• How to Conduct an Interview With a 
Source

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P_an_eC
37eU&feature=results_video&playnext=1&37eU&feature=results_video&playnext=1&
list=PL563FE4F9B604A782



• Keys to a good story
• Why the lead matters

– Clear
– Unambiguous– Unambiguous
– Attention-getting
– Compelling language: What word will grab 

readers and how quickly in the story can you 
use it?



• Direct lead:
• The Summary lead is the most basic news lead, covering all of the essential 

elements. Simply summarize the 5 W's of news reporting. Who, What, Where, When 
and Why

• Delayed lead:• Delayed lead:
• The Anecdotal lead generally leads into lighter news features. The story is illustrated 

through an anecdote, scene or quote. News writers tend to stay away from this lead, 
but it can be an easy hook to attach readers to different types of stories. 

• Analysis lead:
• The Analysis lead digs deeper into the ramifications of the news. Put the news into 

perspective by adding insight beyond the minimum required elements. 



• Great Leads

A waiter fond of poet Ralph Waldo Emerson attends morning prayers 
at his church, steps across the street and hijacks a school bus. Owing 
$15,639.39 in back taxes, wielding what he says is a bomb, Catalino Sang 
shields himself with disabled children.

Follow my orders, he says, or I will kill the kids. “No problem, I will,” Follow my orders, he says, or I will kill the kids. “No problem, I will,” 
says driver Alicia Chapman, crafty and calm. “But please don’t hurt the 
children.”

The saga of Dade County school bus No. CX-17, bound for Blue 
Lakes Elementary, begins. 

“Terror Rides a School Bus” by Gail Epstein, Frances Robles and 
Martin Merzer, The Miami Herald, November 3, 1995 



• Myron Kandel: Which Journalism Skills 
Are Crucial?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=goTk1p10
CQUCQU

Skills for multiple platform 
communicators?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yI9Lix
OkPgQ



• Keys to a good story
• First few paragraphs

• must answer the reader’s basic question: “Why 
should I bother to read this now?”should I bother to read this now?”

• Must give the reader/view a reason to continue 
reading/viewing

• “Tell me something I don’t already know” 



• Keys to a good story
• Balance

– Both sides of an issue
– Statistical evidence if possible– Statistical evidence if possible
– Anecdotal evidence: 

• believable, CREDIBLE sources involved in both 
sides of the topic



• Keys to a good story
– Quotes

• Adding ‘color’ to a story
• Paints a picture; audience can envision what it • Paints a picture; audience can envision what it 

must be like
• WSJ tip: Start and end story with anecdotal quote 

from same source
• handout



• Keys to a good story
– Organization
– Organize similar quotes, data and paragraphs 

in logical order in one block before moving on in logical order in one block before moving on 
to the next theme in the article 

– Link similar thoughts together, then use 
‘signpost’ words, such as ‘but’ or ‘even so’ to 
indicate a transition



• Keys to a good story
– Fact checking

• Check with your sources to ensure accuracy
• Review your article to make sure you haven’t left • Review your article to make sure you haven’t left 

out anything essential
• Ask yourself: If I’m reading this for the first time, 

would I have any questions left unanswered?



• Unwritten rules of good journalism
– Why truth and accuracy matters: 

credibility, accountability, believability, 
and readershipand readership
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• Unwritten rules of good journalism
– Why truth and accuracy matters: 

credibility, accountability, believability, 
and readershipand readership

– Sourcing information
– Protecting sources/ensuring confidentiality
– Do not: fabricate, plagiarize, libel, etc.
– Correct errors openly and as soon as possible
– At stake: Your reputation and the reputation of 

the institution you work for



Canada is taking aim at its wheat monopoly (Wall St reet Journal/Reuters Sept. 9, 2011)
For 70 years, a lone trading desk in Canada's prairie region quietly has held sway over the 

price of wheat and, in effect, how much consumers pay for everything from a loaf of bread to a 
bowl of pasta.

But those days are numbered.
Thousands of Canada's farmers could soon be selling wheat and barley on their own. 
The Canadian Wheat Board is poised to lose its monopoly grip on the country's wheat 

sales. Canada's Conservative Party captured a parliamentary majority this past spring, and newly 
elected government officials took that as a mandate to end the wheat board's reign.

The ripple effects from eliminating—or even weakening—the board's power would be The ripple effects from eliminating—or even weakening—the board's power would be 
widespread. Wheat prices, which already have experienced extreme highs and lows over the past 
three years, could become more volatile, some analysts say.

The move could be a boon for consumers, say analysts. Prices for Canadian wheat could 
fall more than usual at harvest time next summer if the board is eliminated. Wheat prices are a big 
input cost for food manufacturers, which recently have raised their own prices in response to 
higher commodity costs. 

Among Western countries, the board, which is backed by laws that essentially make it the 
only seller of Canadian farmers' wheat and barley, is one of the last bastions of direct state 
control. If eliminated, for the first time in three generations, thousands of farmers, mostly in the 
western provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, would be selling wheat and barley on 
their own.

Canadian farmers' appetite to take on the risks that come with navigating global grain 
markets is set to become more apparent on Friday, when the results of their vote on whether to 
maintain the board are scheduled to be released.

•
•



Canada is taking aim at its wheat monopoly (continu ed)
The vote, however, is nonbinding, and Canadian officials say they will push ahead with 

plans to eliminate the wheat board regardless of the outcome.
Canadian Agriculture Minister Gerry Ritz said in an interview that such legislation could be 

introduced this fall and could win passage by the end of this year. The Conservative Party has 
enough votes in the legislature to pass laws as it sees fit.

"The bottom line for us is the freedom for western Canadian farmers to make the choice as 
to who, when and how much they sell their product. That should never be trumped by any other 
entity," Mr. Ritz said.

Based in Winnipeg, the Canadian Wheat Board plays a particularly important role in the Based in Winnipeg, the Canadian Wheat Board plays a particularly important role in the 
global wheat trade. For now, it is the sole representative of Canada, which consistently ranks 
among the world's top four exporters. 

The single desk controls around 14% of global wheat exports, including about half the 
world's exports of durum wheat, which is used to make pasta.

While the end of the board isn't expected to alter significantly Canada's wheat output, it is 
likely to force Canadian farmers to catch up with their U.S. counterparts, who have been 
navigating volatile markets for decades.

"The Canadian farmer has been used to a 'single desk' for so long," said Dan Basse, 
president of AgResource Co., an agricultural consultancy in Chicago. "He'll have to learn 
marketing very fast."

Whether the arrangement is best for farmers has been long debated in Canada's western 
grain belt stretching from Manitoba into parts of British Columbia. 

"For years, the Canadian Wheat Board has been the most divisive issue in western 
Canadian agriculture," said Kevin Bender, a farmer and president of Western Canadian Wheat



Canada is taking aim at its wheat monopoly (continu ed)
Growers, which advocates for an open market. 

The third-generation grower on the eastern edge of the Canadian Rockies wants the 
freedom to sell his grain to whomever he wants. Mr. Bender said farmers can capture better 
returns on their own by having open markets they can time. U.S. elevators just over the border 
often offer prices higher than those paid through the board, he added.

Yet, farmers who favor the board, including its current chairman Allen Oberg, contend the 
benefits far outweigh the cross-border price differences that can emerge. By controlling the whole 
crop, the board has considerable power in global commodity markets to ensure Canadian farmers 
get the best price. Farmers also get an up-front payment that is backed by the government, and get the best price. Farmers also get an up-front payment that is backed by the government, and 
the board doesn't aim for a profit, so more money goes back to farmers than under an open-
market system.

Without their own facilities, farmers may have to sell the bulk of the grain as new supplies 
are coming in from the fields, pressuring prices, said Mr. Basse of AgResource.

Exchanges anticipate that Canadian farmers will turn to futures markets in full force once 
the wheat board goes away, and they and grain handlers already are jockeying for the expected 
new opportunities. 

IntercontinentalExchange Inc. said it will look to launch new futures contracts for Canadian 
spring wheat and durum wheat and a revised barley futures contract.

Grain handlers such as Cargill Inc., Viterra Inc. and Bunge Ltd. could see their roles—and 
returns—in Canadian grain markets grow. 

Viterra Chief Executive Mayo Schmidt hinted at possible new business opportunities 
during a conference call with analysts Wednesday.

"The changes to the monopoly will have a number of important and lasting benefits," he



Canada is taking aim at its own monopoly
said, noting that multinational grain merchants like Viterra should be able to profit by gaining 
access to different parts of the supply chain that were previously off limits.

Cargill and Bunge declined to comment.
The board basically sells the grains and then divides the returns among the wheat and 

barley growers in western Canada.
So farmers get the average price over the course of a year, never capturing the top of the 

market, but also never selling at annual lows. 
The board has added other pricing options over the years, including allowing farmers to 

sell their crop up-front for a fixed price.sell their crop up-front for a fixed price.
The estimated return for a Canadian farmer in the board's traditional sales program is 

estimated at $7.19 to $7.48 a bushel for the spring wheat coming out of the fields now. That 
compares with Wednesday's U.S. cash price of $8.85 a bushel, according to MGEX.

The wheat board cautions against trying to compare the price Canadian farmers are 
expected to receive against current market prices in the U.S., saying the timing, location and 
system of sales are all different.



• Sources:
– Reuters Handbook for Journalism

(http://handbook.reuters.com/index.php/Rep
orting_and_Writing_Basics)orting_and_Writing_Basics)
-eHow/University of Phoenix

(http://www.ehow.com/how_4522974_use-
quotes-news-article.html)



Thank you!Thank you!
mwilson@farmprogress.com


