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Introduction 

To date, the triad relationship between agricultural communications, mass media, and 

consumers has never been fully analyzed. Agricultural communication scholars have dissected 

this relationship and evaluated parts of the equation, including niche industry topics of concern.  

Thirty years ago, consumers were three generations removed from the farm while today 

the average consumer is five generations removed from production agriculture (Willette, 2010). 

The farm-to-consumer gap equates to increased reliance on mass media for production 

agriculture information. The agricultural industry is concerned that unqualified agricultural beats, 

or lack thereof, are causing miscommunications and misrepresentations about the industry that 

ultimately impacts consumer demand. 

Burton and Young (1996) found that there is suddenly a sharp decrease in consumer 

demand following negative media coverage and afterwards there is a slow recovery that 

generally never reaches the previous demand for the product. Conversely, positive media 

coverage only slightly influences consumer demand (Herrmann et al. 1997). A literature review 

hints that framing and priming as well as agenda-setting of crises situations contribute to 

consumer perceptions and actions.  

A literature review is necessary to piece together the research and create a more complete 

picture of how agricultural communications and media influence each other and consumers. The 

culmination of evidence from peer-reviewed articles will provide greater understanding of these 

relationships and to serve as a platform for change and further research to improve inter-relations 

and agricultural literacy as well as to dispel negative stereotypes. A review also highlights the 

parts of the picture that are missing and require additional investigation. 
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Introduction to Research Project and Question 

The most important component of this relationship is the dominant influencer that sets 

the topical agenda. While a study by Hollifield and Sweeney (2000) explores the relationship 

through niche trade publications, I propose a study of broad spectrum agricultural publications 

influence on general-interest publications. The study would evaluate the coverage of a specific 

animal agriculture topic, crop production topic and environmental topic over a ten year period in 

national and regional general news publications listed in the Reader’s Guide to Periodical 

Literature. Evaluating diversified trade magazines for their coverage of the same topic will 

provide clues as to who addressed the story, or specific parts of the story, first.  

The articles would be evaluated through content analyses to determine the articles’ 

content as it relates to information provided in trade publications and the potential source, like a 

public relations team. A database of authors from the search would provide subjects for 

surveying about where they get their news for agricultural and environmental articles. The 

research would be compiled to determine whether the qualitative information matches the 

surveys and will be evaluated based on topic.   

While this study would add a vital dimension to understanding the triad relationship, 

more research is vital to create a comprehensive review of the inter-play amongst these societal 

influencers and receivers. The existing research depicts the triad relationship but raises many 

more questions in regards to the interworking of agricultural communicators, general media and 

consumers. This review of literature will serve as a starting point, seeking to answer two research 

questions. What is the relationship between mass media and agricultural communicators? How 

do media influence consumers’ attitudes and perceptions about agriculture?  
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Literature Review 

Hollifield and Sweeney (2000) studied the influence of agricultural trade publications on 

general media by analyzing the coverage of the recombinant Bovine Somatotropin hormone in 

general-interest national newspapers/magazines and national agricultural/supermarket trade 

publications in the 1980s. The study was conducted through the content analysis of four trade 

publications and five national general-interest publications over a 15-year period.  

The study discovered that, in the case of rBST, the most dominant general-interest news 

publications did not use trade publications as a source of information about new developments. 

In fact, it showed that daily news organizations, like New York Times and Washington Post, are 

better positioned to cover breaking news within the agricultural industry.  

The study suggests that the resources of daily news organizations are needed more so 

than the topical expertise and focus of trade publications to break news about the industry. 

However, general-interest publications may gather information from trade publications that are 

more diversified than the niche publications used in this study, which calls for further research 

on the influence of broad spectrum agricultural publications. 

In this study, Hollifield and Sweeney questioned whether trade publications are directing 

coverage to satisfy advertisers rather than providing news relevant to small producers.  The study 

suggests this form of agenda-setting impacts media performance, proven by the time lapse of 

reporting rBST in trade publications. A study by Banning and Evans (2001) demonstrated that 

feelings of pressure from advertisers, and those yielding to such pressure, has increased 

significantly from 1988 to 1998. However, fewer agricultural journalists felt it was a threat the 

industry. The validity of these feelings begs to be explored as well. 
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Reisner (1991) reviewed surveys of agricultural and general journalists’ ethical concerns 

and quantitative research on ethics. The study also found agricultural journalists feel more 

pressure by advertisers, suggesting industry publications use agenda-setting that appeals to 

advertisers. The newspaper reporters who cover agricultural beats showed slightly more 

resistance to advertiser pressure than did farm magazine editors in a parallel study.  

These studies are vital the understanding of the triad relationship because general-news 

publications are setting the agricultural agenda and influencing the salience of issues for the 

public without the influence of industry experts. Also, private companies (like those that 

developed the rBST hormone) are funneling stories to the general-news publications to expose 

their products to investors. However, it also shows that industry communication experts may not 

be qualified to set the agenda either due to advertiser pressures. Thus, the factors setting the 

agricultural agenda are less than satisfactory.  

While agricultural journalists may choose stories that are attractive to advertisers, little 

research has been conducted as to the quality and lack of bias within the articles themselves. On 

the contrary, there is a wealth of research in regards to the objectivity of general journalists on 

agricultural topics. A study by Sitton et al. (2004) analyzed objectivity through a content analysis 

based off Hayakawa-Lowery news bias categories of all news stories in one year concerning 

confinement animal feeding operations in the largest Oklahoma newspapers. A majority of the 

sentences within those articles were categorized as judgments. The negativity of sentences, 69.4 

percent, was far greater than the number of positive sentences-illustrating bias. “Citizens should 

not consider every sentence to be factual information stated in a purely objective manner,” the 

article stated.  
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This study, while limited in scope, highlighted the evidence of framing, an extension of 

the less than satisfactory agenda setting. While it does not influence opinions, the construction of 

reality they create negatively affects the public’s interpretation of the agricultural industry and 

leads to a cultivation hypothesis. Over time, the public’s interpretation may affect consumer 

purchases and thus the industry. The effect of cultivation hypothesis explains the prominence of 

ideas relating to powerful, direct effects throughout the studies by agricultural communicators.  

A nationwide study on public acceptability of agricultural biotechnology by Miller, 

Annou and Wailes (2003) consisted of a content analysis of two years of biotechnology print 

news coverage to determine common issues, tone, and terminology used. Thirty percent had a 

negative tone in association with biotechnology whereas 70 percent was positive or neutral.  

Similarly, Nisbet and Lewenstein (2002) conducted a quantitative content analysis of 

biotechnology-related coverage in the New York Times and Newsweek from 1970-1999. This 

study found overwhelmingly positive coverage emphasizing scientific progress and the economic 

prospects of biotechnology-related coverage dominated by scientists, government actors and 

industry. 

Annou and Wailes, Nisbet, and Lewenstein in conjunction with Sitton have demonstrated 

that there is a topical importance in framing by general-news publications. Confinement animal 

feeding operations were negatively framed while biotechnology was positively framed. General-

news publications are selecting agricultural issues and their construction of reality to present to 

the public.  

Hoban (1998) examined public perceptions of agricultural biotechnology through several 

major United States telephone surveys with over 1,000 respondents. The multiple surveys found 
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between two thirds and three quarters of American respondents are positive about plant 

biotechnology. These numbers correlate to the findings of Miller, Annou and Wailes (2003) that 

two thirds of biotechnology media coverage was either positive or neutral. One may contrive that 

media may have a magic bullet effect.  

A study by Eyck (2000) analyzed over six hundred articles from 1986 to 1997 in the 

Readers’ Guide to Periodicals indexed as food contamination or food poisoning, as well as 

similar topics of concern. It found food safety issues have been marginalized by reporters, 

demonstrated by coverage highly centered on crisis situations. Typically, the articles quoted 

sources upstream from consumers, highlighted one side over another-showing controversies 

between key players in food safety, and failed to inform consumers about their role or what they 

should do to improve food safety rather than avoid the afflicted food stuff.  

The findings suggest media use food safety to fulfill the news values of 

consequences/impact, conflict, and sensationalism to some degree. This is an example of 

journalistic selection, or priming, by general-news publications that select primarily crises 

situations related to food safety. The article tended to feel the media had a magic bullet effect 

stating, “Food safety experts need to realize the power of popular media.” Eyck stressed the need 

for collaboration between journalists and food safety experts. 

A study by Whaley and Tucker (2004) investigated Ohioans’ media dependency and the 

role of source trust and perceived food risk factors influencing this dependency through a survey 

of 7,976 Ohio residents. The article emphasized how deadlines impact the type and number of 

sources. It also stressed how there is a perceived difficulty for scientists to phrase technical terms 

in the simple language used by media.  
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The author, like Eyck (2000), encouraged cultivating stronger relationships between 

journalists and scientists in order to promote more accurate and socially responsible articles. 

They felt these attributes would gain access to larger audiences through gatekeepers without 

creating undue public fears and concerns.  

In terms of consumers’ perceptions and opinions, the study found people relied most on 

newspapers and television news for information. Respondents claimed the food safety items 

assessed generated moderate levels of perceived risk. Scientists and physicians were the most 

trusted sources, ahead of farmers and growers, the United States Department of Agriculture, and 

Extension. The two best predictors of media dependency, established by a regression analysis, 

were trust in government and expert sources, followed by perceived food safety risk.  

Fewer than one in five found food safety was a serious risk. These findings seem to 

indicate consumer opinion is influenced more by specific language and tone, or framing, 

analyzed by Miller, Annou and Wailes (2003) than the type of content analyzed by Eyck (2000). 

Despite the efforts of agricultural communicators and mass media, consumers are still heavily 

influenced by their stomachs and their wallets in terms of biotechnology, indicated Hoban 

(1998). 

Anderson (2000) said, “Food-related stories will always interest consumers, but the 

media has a duty to restrain itself from sensationalist reporting where facts and context are 

abandoned in the quest for an eye-catching headline.” The article outlined the factors research 

indicated influences consumers’ perception of risk as it relates to food safety: trust based on 

former interactions, receptivity of who is affected, familiarity and understanding of one risk in 

terms of other risks, scientific uncertainty, controllability, how voluntary their participation with 
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the risk is, impact on children, the length of time they may be afflicted, benefits verse risks, and 

finally the media as a source of understanding the risk perceptions. Once again, the article 

emphasized media’s power to control the public’s perception. Nevertheless, agricultural 

communicators and the general media may greatly improve food-related stories by incorporating 

these factors. 

While news media contributes to the triad relationship, it is also heavily influenced by 

entertainment media. In 2005, Ruth, Park and Lundy found traditional stereotypes and 

corresponding schemas were reinforced by portrayals of agriculture in the reality television show 

“The Simple Life.” The portrayal of agriculture as “hickish” and “backwoodsy” reinforced 

traditional stereotypes, said the authors.  

To the agricultural illiterate, the program was entertaining if not “real,” however, they 

were unable to decipher in what ways it was unrealistic. Those with an agricultural background 

recognized the show did not accurately reflect the amount of labor and intellectual capacity 

needed to produce food and fiber. Moreover, they found the portrayal of farm life as “inaccurate 

and disturbing.” The discrepancy between the two highlights a need to bridge the farm-to-

consumer gap and perhaps reality television’s inability to do so. 

In a follow-up study, undergraduate students at a large southern university answered 

questions about their agricultural perceptions and responded to a short clip highlighting 

agricultural stereotypes (Ruth et al. 2005). The qualitative focus groups showed entertainment 

media have potential short-term and long-term effects on individuals’ perceptions of agriculture. 

The study found entertainment media may serve as a “significant reinforcement” for existing 

negative stereotypes and perceptions rather than create the negative perceptions of agriculture. 
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Conclusion 

` The literature review concluded that general-news publications are not influenced by 

niche trade publications. However, as mentioned previously, it is not known if diversified trade 

publications may set the agenda for general-news publications. It was also found that agricultural 

journalists are influenced by advertisers. The extent of this influence and the threat it might pose 

to the agenda of trade publications must be explored, especially if general-news publications use 

the agenda of diversified trade publications. 

 The examination of confinement animal feeding operations and biotechnology articles 

illustrates that once an agenda is set, journalists are framing and priming the agricultural topics. 

Agriculture is not painted with a broad brush rather it is dissected into selected topics that are 

emphasized and told from a certain angle. Biotechnology framing and priming were found to 

correlate with number of positive articles about biotechnology. Therefore, one may conclude, 

media affects society’s view of agricultural pursuits, especially those which are controversial. 

Moreover, mass media contributes to agricultural stereotypes. Entertainment media’s “hickish” 

perception of agriculturalists may correlate to the findings by Eyck (2000) that scientists are the 

most trusted sources rather than the producers. 

 These conclusions provide a foundation for understanding why demand falls drastically 

from negative media coverage due to the cultivation hypothesis. The findings are a small glimpse 

into the supposed power of mass media and how to address and utilize that power through 

building relationships amongst all three members of the triad, from agriculturalists and scientists 

to mass media and finally to the consumer in order to communicate the unbiased truth.  
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