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ABSTRACT

Food media such as cookbooks, magazines, and television programs have become

enormously popular in the last 15 to 20 years, but they have remained relatively

unexamined in empirical media research. The focus of this project is the audience’s

perception of visual food media, specifically the capacity for critical evaluation of such

media by adult women. ‘Food-media literacy’ is the term coined in this work to describe

such critical competence.

The first phase of this project began to conceptualize food-media literacy with a

pair of focus groups in which participants examined a series of print food advertisements.

Discussion in the groups was guided by several of the core questions of media literacy.

In the second phase, an experiment was conducted to examine the influence of a

slick, professionally styled photo on an adult woman’s interpretation of the recipe it

illustrated. The primary hypothesis was that such an image would make the subject less

likely to respond with confidence that she could follow the recipe and produce a similar

result – a self-efficacious response. Other data collected in the experiment were the

subjects’ food-media literacy, cooking experience, food media use, experience using

digital imaging technology, and cognitive style.

The primary statistical analysis did not detect a significant relationship between

the quality of the photo illustration and the subjects’ self-efficacious response. Secondary

analysis revealed that cooking experience was the only factor that influenced self-

efficacy. Additional analyses confirmed the validity of the food-media literacy scale, and

revealed important insights regarding the role of experience with digital imaging

technology, and subjects’ perception of food media as a genre.
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CHAPTER 1

Food is everywhere in our world. Most of us eat at least three times a day, and

even when we are not hungry or otherwise thinking about food, it is set in front of us on

billboards, in magazines, on television and online. Because we encounter it in our

everyday lives, we think we know what we are seeing in media depictions of food. We

can usually identify what we are looking at: a hamburger, or fried chicken, or a bowl of

pasta. Food media messages appear transparent because we are eaters: we tend to think

we know all there is to know about what we see in a photo or a video.

Yet food media include highly produced and manipulated depictions of objects

that bear little to no resemblance to how the objects appear, change, and move in

everyday life. In one television commercial for pasta, for example, a mouthwatering shot

of sauce dripping off the end of a fork is produced by  attaching a tiny hollow tube to one

of the fork’s tines. Outside the shot, as the director yells “drip!” a food styling technician

pushes a plunger that extrudes through the tube just the right amount of glossy sauce to

make it appear to drip from the fork as the eater lifts it from the steaming bowl of pasta

(Segal, 2011).

The high production values and emphasis on sensory appeal invite comparisons

between food media and pornography. Blush-inducing, too, are the astronomical

advertising budgets of fast food companies that use such media messages to sell their

products. And there’s the rub: the food media messages that audiences see most

frequently are not necessarily encouraging healthy eating. Advertisements for fast food,

soda, and snack foods compete for people’s attention with programs like “Man vs. Food”
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which highlight enormous and over-the-top spectacles in the world of food. Emphasis in

the vast majority of food media is on sensory pleasure, entertainment, visual appeal, and

flavor.

The few food media messages that promote healthful eating and awareness of

nutritional content tend to be those that focus on weight loss. A handful of magazines and

television shows encourage audiences to think about what goes into their food, to

recognize reasonable portion sizes, and to follow nutritional guidelines for their daily

intake. Some food-oriented “new media” such as blogs also include nutritional

information. But these food media are exceptions to what is otherwise a circus of

television shows, magazines, and advertising promoting bigger portions, “extreme”

eating, and more – always more! – of it.

Because most food media do not necessarily have the audience’s best interests at

heart, it is important for the audience to be able to identify such media’s intentions and

critically evaluate the messages they contain. The audience’s capacity for such critical

evaluation is the focus of this study. How does a watcher, reader, or browser of food

media know what she is seeing? Has she cooked something like it herself? Does it inspire

confidence in her cooking abilities? Is she familiar with how food photography and food

styling are done? Does she believe what she sees, or does she question it? If she has a

skeptical response, is it prompted by her background knowledge, or personal experience?

Her interpretations of food media, and her reactions to what she sees, may have

implications for her own food choices and dietary habits. These media messages may

empower her to cook, or they may encourage her to choose ready-made or fast food. She

may learn food preparation techniques from them, or she may view them as an
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entertaining diversion. What she actually does after seeing such media messages is

outside the scope of this study; what is of interest are the meanings she makes from

messages. Does she have the critical capacity to evaluate information that is presented to

her, or does she have to take the message creator’s word for it? What might her food

intake – and the state of her health – be if she were to eat only what is promoted by food

media producers? It may sound like a ridiculous idea, but two things have grown

dramatically in the last several decades: the amount Americans spend on highly marketed

processed food and “food-away-from-home,” and rates of obesity in the U.S. Are we

putting too much trust in food media to tell us what we should eat?

Because of their potential impact on our everyday food choices and dietary habits,

food media are not value-free diversions. They are worthy of examination for their

ubiquity, popularity, and economic imperative as (mostly) commercial-supported media.

Arguably, food media are already “in the heads” of their target audience, adult women;

what is not yet clear is what happens to the messages at that point. This study is an

analysis of adult women’s receptions of visual food media messages, the meanings they

make from them, and the background knowledge, experience, and beliefs they bring to

that interpretative moment.

The Paradox of Watching-Not-Doing

Why focus on food, instead of violence, sex, politics, or one of the other major

topics of popular media? Food is not the stuff of comedy, drama, or science fiction, at

least as far as these genres are traditionally understood. Yet food media are as engrossing

as any popular entertainment, judging from the size of their audiences. But not everyone



4

who watches, cooks. If they’re not cooking, or gaining motivation or instruction, what

satisfactions do food media provide for them? What information, if any, do they glean

from them?

Regardless of whether or not they are doing, they are certainly watching. The

popularity of food media has grown dramatically during the last 15 years in the U.S. and

the U.K. (O’Neill, 2003; Ovide and Steel, 2008; Pollan, 2009) Yet people are cooking

less and less, and overall food preparation skills are in decline (Cutler, Glaeser, &

Shapiro, 2003; U.S. Dept. of Labor, 2008; U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, 2009). Research has

demonstrated that having cooking skills is positively associated with eating a healthier,

more varied diet (Dowler and Calvert, 1995). A lack of cooking skills and general food

preparation knowledge may make people more dependent on food media for nutritional

information and norms such as healthy portion sizes (Lang et al., 1999). My own

longtime observation of food media reveals that much of the content in magazines,

websites and TV programs is commercially oriented though it is not labeled as

advertising. Such media are highly influenced by sponsors and advertising support, which

means that the information they provide is not necessarily in the interest of public health.

This suggests that food-media literacy is increasingly important, to empower people to

critically evaluate information provided by food media of all types–commercial,

instructional, entertainment-oriented, or a combination thereof.

In spite of their growing popularity, food media have been relatively overlooked

in communications research, with the exception of a few recent pieces on television

(Adema, 2000; Ketchum, 2005; Ray, 2007; Hansen, 2008) and analyses of cookbooks as

cultural texts (Appadurai, 2008; Gvion, 2009). Food advertising has been addressed by
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some in the field of media literacy (Scheibe, 2008; Hindin, 2001), generally with the

purpose of educating young people about making healthy dietary choices. But analysis of

food media as instructional texts (media such as cooking shows, magazines and

cookbooks) has only just begun in communications research. Strange (2000) posits one

reason why they were long ignored: food media, specifically television cooking

programs, seem to be transparent: “they are merely about food and the instruction of

cookery methods and, as such, do not merit closer examination.”

Assumptions that media messages are transparent tend to be short-sighted and

counter-productive. A basic tenet of media literacy is that all messages are constructed

and value-laden, especially those that portray seemingly mundane objects such as food or

home furnishings. To neglect food media as unworthy of academic examination is to

ignore a growing body of texts and points of audience interaction that may reveal much

about the sociological, economic, and ideological implications of everyday media use.

The visual content of food media is especially important, given that the

technology required to produce high-quality images has become much more accessible in

the last decade. In the future food media will likely become more visually oriented, not

less, and images have a singular power that attracts audiences and influences them in a

different way than text-only media. Images are interesting, too, because they are open to

a wide range of interpretation. Photos and videos of food may be especially conducive to

this, as the object in an image is often familiar to a viewer, but the techniques used to

produce it may be quite foreign to her.
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Food Media, Cooking Skills and Health

The primary consequence of watching-not-doing is, of course, the “not-doing”

part. And not cooking, or lacking the skills to cook, has consequences of its own. This

section and the next make a case for the importance of cooking skills in everyday health-

related behaviors, and question the role food media may play in encouraging or inhibiting

these skills.

Cutler, Glaeser and Shapiro (2003) see the culinary de-skilling of Americans as a

possible culprit for the growing rate of obesity in the U.S. The division of labor that

enables modern food processing and manufacturing, they propose, has reduced the “time

cost” of many foods and made them more accessible in people’s everyday diets. For

example, French-fried potatoes are labor-intensive to make in small batches, but cost-

effective to produce and freeze on a mass scale. Before production of French fries was

centralized, Americans consumed most of their potatoes at home, where they were

usually baked, boiled or mashed (all less labor-intensive methods, and lower-fat

preparations). After French fries were introduced on a large scale, potato consumption

increased dramatically, with more Americans eating fried potatoes than ever before (p.

94). In essence, mass-scale food preparation and distribution have created an

environment in which people do not have to cook in order to eat. In their computer model

of economic behavior, Cutler, Glaeser and Shapiro demonstrate that raising time costs of

food – requiring either labor or a time-lag before eating – reduces consumption (p. 114).

Thus the very fact of having to cook seems to prevent overeating.

Of course, the mechanism which produces a high rate of obesity is far more

complicated and has much to do with the economics of food retailing, the built
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environment and cultural values regarding food and eating (Rosenkrantz and

Dzewaltowski, 2008). But during the last decade researchers have increasingly paid

attention to cooking skills as a factor in dietary choices and eating habits. Lang et al.

(1999) found that while most adults in the U.K. reported being confident in their overall

ability to cook, when asked about specific techniques such as steaming, poaching or stir-

frying, confidence levels were much lower. The authors attribute the overall decline in

skills in part to the fact that cooking was removed from the national curriculum in 1993.

Young people in the U.K. are no longer learning about food preparation in school (in

classes similar to home economics in the U.S.), which older people reported as a primary

source of instruction when they first learned how to cook. The “optionalization of food

skills” is occurring in many European countries, which no longer require students in high

school or middle school to take classes in cooking skills (Stitt 1996). The curriculum that

is still offered increasingly focuses on business-oriented food manufacturing and

packaging and less on basic, home-based food preparation.

This may be the case in U.S. schools as well, according to data reviewed by

Werhan and Way (2006). In the late 1950s, one quarter of students were enrolled in home

economics courses. In 2002-2003, roughly the same percentage were enrolled in “family

and consumer sciences”  (FCS) courses. However, the FCS label applies to many classes

including child care, financial planning, and occupational culinary arts. It is difficult to

determine from the little data that exist on national FCS curriculum how much home-

oriented (rather than professional) food preparation is still being taught in U.S. secondary

schools. What is clear is that very few states have state-level requirements for FCS

courses (Werhan and Way, 2006).
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This loss of cooking instruction in the curriculum appears to be impacting the

know-how of young people. When subjects age 7 to 15 in the U.K. were asked, “Which

of these things can you do yourself?” the top skills reported were baking a potato in the

oven (38 percent of respondents), and heating up a pizza in a microwave (60 percent of

respondents) (Lang et al., 1999).  In another survey, 36 percent of young people named

making sandwiches as their cooking skill; 31 percent making toast; 20 percent opening

cereal boxes; 19 percent making a cake from a mix; and 9 percent cooking eggs (NFA

1993 cited in Caraher, Lang, and Dixon, 2000). Lang et al. (1999) comment that the more

technology is involved in a cooking task, the easier young people seem to find it. But

regarding rather basic skills such as oven baking and steaming, people over the age of 25

are more likely to report confidence using the techniques. Young people tend to

overestimate their own cooking abilities and knowledge, and to perceive their diets as

healthier than they actually are (Byrd-Bredbenner, 2004).

A larger study of adults in all age groups demonstrated this as well; Shim,

Variyam and Blaylock (2000) found that most Americans are falsely optimistic about

how healthy their diets are. Lang et al. (1999) see the erosion of cooking skills and food

knowledge as a downward spiral, for those who lack such knowledge and skills may

become more dependent on pre-prepared or processed foods and never learn basic

techniques. This may impact their nutrition literacy and overall health, because “the

capacity of the informed consumer to control his or her intake and to follow health advice

may be weakened if they cannot choose whether to cook or to purchase pre-prepared

foods” (p. 1).
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Some consumers seem to be aware of the fact that their lack of cooking skills may

prevent them from making healthful dietary choices. Lappalainen, Kearney and Gibney

(1998) found that individuals in EU member countries ranked food preparation among

the top four barriers to healthful eating (the first three were lack of time, self-control and

resistance to change). In several studies people have indicated that they believe pre-

prepared and processed foods are less healthy than those made from fresh ingredients

(see Paquette, 2005 for a summary).

Many people report using media to learn cooking skills, but this is uneven across

socioeconomic groups. Lang et al. (1999) found that those in higher income classes and

those with more education reported learning from cookbooks, television cooking

programs and magazines more frequently than those with lower incomes and/or less

education. This discrepancy suggests that there may be a growing knowledge gap

between those who have sufficient resources (literacy, income and availability of fresh

food, for example) to make healthful choices and those who lack the resources to do so.

Many communications researchers have identified the knowledge gap phenomenon, or

“differential rates of knowledge acquisition across different social strata and groups”

(McLeod, Kosicki, and McLeod, 2002, provide a summary of work on the topic). Obesity

and diet-related illnesses such as diabetes tend disproportionately to affect those of lower

socio-economic status (Evans et al., 2000). An understanding of why popular food media

tend to “lock out” those of limited resources may contribute to public health efforts to

bridge the gap between the haves and the have-nots.

Intimidation seems to be one factor in preventing those with limited food

preparation skills from attempting basic cooking. Stead et al. (2004) found that many
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low-income individuals in Scotland described themselves as “‘useless,’ ‘hopeless,’ and

‘crap’ at cooking” (p. 277). They reported feeling disempowered and said that “the

anxiety of not knowing whether a dish would turn out properly appeared to play a large

part in discouraging [them] from trying new techniques” (p. 279). Only one of the 16

respondents said she found it easy to follow a recipe. It is impossible to know from the

study what role food media play in these subjects’ lives, including whether they watch

television cooking shows or read magazines about food. But it is worth examining

whether food media instruct or intimidate particular viewers or readers, and how and why

it happens.

The moment of interaction between the reader and food media is the focus of this

study. Intimidation by food media may help explain the paradox between food media’s

popularity and the decline of cooking, and it could build understanding of the role food

media play in people’s lives. This may become especially important as more individuals

are relying on the media for information about cooking and nutrition, since food

preparation is disappearing from public school curriculum. Caraher and Lang (1999)

argue that “cooking skills prepare people to make choices in a fast-changing food world.

Without the skills, choice and control are diminished and a dependency culture emerges”

(p. 90). Empowerment is believed to be important in health promotion. Bergsma (2004)

summarizes public health research that demonstrates how real or perceived control can

enhance quality of life. Slickly produced, entertainment-oriented food media may tend to

disempower individuals who don’t understand how it is produced, and it may encourage

passive spectatorship rather than active involvement.
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Nutrition, Home Cooking and Food-Away-From-Home

The value of food prepared from basic ingredients goes beyond the empowerment

of the person who made it. Research consistently demonstrates that food prepared at

home is healthier than processed, pre-prepared or fast food. Lin, Guthrie and Frazão

(1999) found that food-away-from-home (obtained from fast-food counters, schools,

restaurants, and other public places) contains more calories and saturated fat, and less

fiber, calcium and iron than food prepared at home. Compounding this is the fact that

Americans are eating food prepared outside the home more frequently; the amount of

money they spent on food-away-from-home has almost doubled since the 1950s (U.S.

Dept. of Agriculture, 2009). It makes sense that as people spend less time cooking, they

rely on pre-prepared or fast food for more of their meals. This regular consumption of

pre-prepared and fast foods can negatively impact individuals’ nutrient intake. Paeratakul

et al. (2003) found that “adults and children who reported eating fast food on a regular

basis had higher intake of energy, fat, saturated fat, sodium, [and] carbonated soft drinks,

and lower intake of vitamins A and C, milk, fruits and vegetables than those who did not

report eating fast food” (p. 1332). In contrast, cooking from fresh ingredients at home has

been shown to have a positive impact on dietary health. Dowler and Calvert (1995) found

that single parents who sought fresh food when grocery shopping and habitually cooked

from basic ingredients tended to provide a healthier, more varied diet for members of

their household.

Although the majority of evidence on the relationship between cooking skills and

health comes from research in the U.K., it is arguably applicable to the U.S. Food

cultures in the two countries are similar in many ways, from the fast-food sector to the
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size of the frozen food section in an average supermarket, and the growing popularity of

food magazines, cookbooks, and television cooking programs. More empirical research

on cooking skills in the U.S. is needed; anecdotal evidence on their decline is abundant.1

In the same way that many advertisers point to the amount spent on advertising as proof

that it must be effective, the importance of cooking skills to health can be inferred by

ongoing efforts by celebrities and nutrition educators to get people back in the kitchen.

British multimedia-star and chef Jamie Oliver led a cooking skills education

campaign (and reality television show documenting it) in Huntington, West Virginia in

2009 and again in Los Angeles a year later. Huntington was chosen as the first site

because it was named in a 2006 newspaper article as the unhealthiest place in America,

an assessment based on data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention on

obesity, heart disease and diabetes (Witchel, 2009). Oliver tried to repeat in Huntington

the cooking-education campaign he undertook in a city in northern England the year

before, where his efforts were deemed a success (ibid.). Similar efforts by nutritionists

and public health researchers to promote cooking skill development have been

implemented during the last 15 years in England and Scotland (see Caraher and Lang,

1999 for a summary), informed by a growing base of data in the U.K. that suggest

cooking skills support health. Since empirical data on the same phenomena in the U.S.

are paltry, the hope is that this project will contribute to the scholarship on cooking skills,

food media, and their impact on public health.

                                                  
1 Not everyone agrees that the decline of cooking skills in the UK is clear cut; see Short (2003) for a discussion of how
cooking skills may be evolving in response to technology.
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Scope, Aims, and Summary of Methods

The present study focuses on food-media literacy, or media literacy specifically

applied to food media. Media literacy is commonly defined as “the ability to access,

analyze, evaluate and create media in a variety of forms” (Aufderheide, 1993). This study

is primarily concerned with instructional food media, defined as any media message in

which a food preparation technique or recipe is demonstrated or described. Broadly cast,

this category includes cooking programs on television, recipes in cookbooks, magazines,

websites, and online videos depicting techniques. In this study, for the sake of precision

and the control of variables, this category is limited to recipes in print media.

The aim of this project was dual: First, it began to define food-media literacy

using terms and concepts that are both salient to the layperson and useful for researchers.

This first exploratory phase involved two focus groups of adult women who shared their

thoughts about a series of food advertisements. The discussions were guided using three

of the five core questions of media literacy (AMLA, 2007). Transcriptions of the

discussions were color-coded to identify different types of utterances (such as descriptive

or evaluative) and to reveal themes and interactions among the participants. Important

insights emerged from the analysis regarding the role of personal experience and

background knowledge in critical responses to food media.

In the second phase, an instrument was developed and validated to accomplish

two things: 1) to conduct an experiment gauging the impact of a visual stimulus on

subjects’ interpretation of food media texts, and 2) to measure food-media literacy and a

number of other intervening variables. The other variables are factors that may influence

an individual’s interpretation of food media. These are their experience with cooking,
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experience using digital imaging technologies, their use of food media, and their

cognitive style. Pre-testing strengthened the validity of the instrument and ensured its

relevance and salience to the population that was sampled for the experiment.

The experiment tested the impact of a particular photo (independent variable) on a

subject’s interpretation (dependent variable) of the recipe it accompanied. Ninety-four

adult women completed a questionnaire in which they shared reactions to three recipes

with varying levels of photo illustrations, and responded to items measuring the other

factors described above.

Data were double-entered and spot checked for consistency. Factor analysis was

used to validate the food-media literacy items, and analysis of variance was used to test

the relationship between the experimental variables. Additional analyses explored

subjects’ perceptions of food media as a genre and their engagement with the visual

stimuli in the experiment. The results suggested that the food-media literacy scale is a

valid measure of critical responses to such media. Tests on the independent and

dependent variables revealed that the mechanism of an image’s impact on interpretation

may have more complexity than was accounted for in this study. Other analyses revealed

insights on subjects’ interpretation of food media that may inform future work in health

communication and media education.

Preview of Chapters

The scope of this study is far-reaching, and it makes connections among many

seemingly disparate bodies of scholarship. Chapter two lays the groundwork, reviewing

literature on the conventions of food media, the role of visuals in media, and the known
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and unknown influences of food media on audiences. Chapter two also establishes the

theoretical framework for both phases of the study. The examination of the role of an

image in a food media text is guided by theories of representation and semiotics, and of

visual literacy. The examination of a subject’s interpretation of the text is informed by

media literacy and guided by the idea of sensitized concepts.

Informed by the synthesis of multiple bodies of literature in chapter two, chapter

three begins with the seven research questions that guide the study. Next is a description

of the research design: an exploratory set of focus groups, followed by instrument

development and validation, and then a factorial setup that uses within-subjects exposure

to the three treatment conditions. Also included in chapter three are descriptions of the

method, sample, and data analysis of the focus group phase, and an overview of the

method for the instrument development and experiment. Chapter four describes the

findings in the focus group data.

Chapter five describes in more detail the instrument development and experiment

phase, including the development of the food media stimuli, the creation and validation

of the measures used in the experiment, and the sample and procedures.

The data analysis and results of the experiment are described in chapter six. This

chapter opens with results guided by the seven research questions, which are followed by

additional analyses inspired by the literature and the researcher’s curiosity about the data.

Chapter six closes with a discussion of the study’s methodological strengths and

weaknesses. Chapter seven is a discussion of the results from both phases of the study,

and their implications for further work in media education, health communication, and

other fields.
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In summary, the phenomena that inspired this study are the watching-not-doing

habits of many food-media audiences, the general decline of cooking skills, and the

consequences of that de-skilling for health and nutrition. This study investigates food-

media literacy and the interpretations audiences make of food-media messages. The next

section explores the current state of food media – the industry that produces them, why

they look the way they do – and the influences they may have on us.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The scope of literature relevant to food-media literacy is vast and transcends

many disciplinary boundaries. In this chapter, I will synthesize the literature on the

motivations of food media producers and the content and visual emphasis in the media

messages themselves. I will incorporate theory on representation, semiotics, and visual

literacy to begin to formulate questions about how audiences interpret and make

meanings from food media. Then I will address the final station in the communication

media model: the receiver. The influence of food media on their audiences is not well

understood, so this section reviews what is known and what has yet to be investigated.

The first part of this chapter is an examination of the senders of food media

messages: food manufacturers and producers, and writers, editors and producers of food

media, all of which have an economic imperative to encourage their audiences to

consume. With a few exceptions, food media are largely commercial supported, which

means the attention of the audience to the advertisers’ messages – buy our product! – is

crucial to their success.

A specific group of senders are responsible for designing and encoding food

media messages: food stylists, photographers and videographers, directors, editors, and

on-screen talent who follow particular conventions in creating a message.

The food media messages produced according to these conventions are attractive,

visually oriented, glossy products with high production values that some refer to as “food

porn.”  The discussion of visual media and the impact of an image on a text is informed

by theories of representation and semiotics and visual literacy.
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The last station in the basic communications media model is the receiver, and it is

conventional wisdom in media studies that multiple decodings of a single message are

possible. The meanings that audiences make of food media messages are not fully

understood, nor is it clear exactly what people are doing in their kitchens as a result of –

or perhaps in spite of – these messages. This section of the literature review is informed

by theories of media literacy, a framework for understanding and cultivating critical

responses to media messages.

In this literature review, each body of work is examined as part of the sender-

message-channel-receiver framework, to help synthesize the parts and make sense of the

whole. Because the channel itself – the networks, magazines, books, and other media that

reach the audience – is the essential connection that enables the process, it is addressed

first in the following overview.

These Are Not Your Mother’s Food Media

The sheer ubiquity of food media is enough to warrant their critical examination.

Beginning in the 1970s, the market for cookbooks began expanding with an ever-growing

number of authors on domestic and foreign cuisines (Sokolov, 1975). Publisher’s Weekly

reported that 530 million books on food and wine were sold in 2000, and that number has

climbed every year since (O’Neill, 2003). The number of cooking magazines on the

newsstand has grown by one-third since 2003 (Ovide and Steel, 2008). On an average

night the Food Network attracts more viewers than CNN (Pollan, 2009). The network’s

parent company decided in May 2010 that it had audience to spare, and spun off the

Cooking Channel (Salkin, 2010).
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Pollan (2009) identifies the watching-not-doing paradox between the growing

popularity of food media and the overall decline in cooking. Though he and many others

seem to believe this is a new phenomenon, it is actually the continuation of a trend that

dates back at least 20 years. A New York Times article describes the abundance of

cooking shows on PBS in 1989, and the eating-but-not-cooking habits of many of the

shows’ fans (Hall 1989). Viewers described the shows as more entertaining than

instructive and said the same of cookbooks, which were becoming what one publisher

called “life-style books.” The fact that such watching-but-not-cooking behavior was

common even among PBS viewers is noteworthy because cooking shows on public

broadcasting have traditionally been more education-oriented than those on commercial

networks (Collins 2009).

Despite the fact that the Food Network attracts such a large audience, it seems

that very few people are following along at their kitchen counters. Americans are

increasingly dependent on prepared foods (U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, 2009) and they are

doing less cooking at home. According to time-use surveys, in 1965 the average person

spent 65 minutes on food preparation and clean-up each day; in 2008, that number was 31

minutes (Cutler, Glaeser, & Shapiro, 2003; U.S. Dept. of Labor, 2008). Clearly, cooking

is happening, but less frequently in the home kitchen; the share of household food

spending that went toward food-away-from-home grew from 25 percent in 1954 to 48

percent in 2008 (U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, 2009). The away-from-home category

includes food obtained from fast-food restaurants, schools, regular restaurants, and other

public food-service operations such as snack bars (Lin, Guthrie, and Frazão, 1999).
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Pollan (2009) attributes this paradox in part to certain qualities of today’s food

media compared with that of the 1960s. Julia Child hosted “The French Chef,” which was

broadcast on public television beginning in 1963 (p. 29). The program was not slick and

highly edited like most programs are today on the Food Network, which is due in part to

the fact that the Food Network is commercially driven. Public station WGBH, which first

produced and broadcast “The French Chef,” was more concerned with providing

instruction than attracting advertisers. Child chopped ingredients in real time, stacked

dirty bowls in corners, misplaced tools, talked to herself, and occasionally became

tongue-tied as she explained what she was doing. She also made mistakes. In one

episode, she famously flipped a potato pancake in a frying pan, only to have it break apart

in the air and come down half in the pan, half on top of the electric burner (where it

produced a bit of smoke several minutes later). The set of “The French Chef” felt like a

real kitchen, welcoming and occasionally messy and disorganized. Many of the imperfect

things Child did – which charmed her audience and made them feel as if they too could

attempt French cooking – would today be considered outtakes to be edited from the final

cut. This study will address the potential consequences of this upward shift in production

values on the responses of the audience.

Food Media Economics

Where Julia Child’s first program on public television aimed to provide clear

instruction to the viewer, today’s programs have a somewhat different goal. Adema

(2000) contends that the audience’s experience with the Food Network is likely a form of

“vicarious consumption,” of pleasures gained by watching someone cook and eat. The
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network’s emphasis has evolved over time, focusing less on people who like to cook and

more on those who like to eat. In most programs, the host’s personality and appealing

visuals of food have become more important than cooking instruction.  MacInnis and

Price’s (1987) theory that imagery serves as a consumption proxy when barriers prevent

actual consumption may help to explain the network’s popularity. Cooking requires skills

and over-eating can result in health problems; ability and perceived consequences may

both be barriers to the actual experience. “Food television,” Adema (2000) argues,

“delivers calorie- and labor-free pleasure, important characteristics in a body- and time-

conscious society” (p. 119). It is the equivalent of window shopping for food, which

provides a fraction of the real consumption experience but none of the buyer’s remorse,

indigestion, or overweight.

The Food Network is a perfect storm of advertising and vicarious consumption.

The channel was specifically developed to mesh programming and ads in order to create

a “seamless promotion of commodities and the fantasies that supported their use and

consumption” (Ketchum 2005, p. 219). As far as advertising revenue is concerned, the

fantasies are more important than any actual cooking or eating the viewer might be

prompted to do; as long as people keep watching, the program’s ratings keep attracting

advertisers. Those viewers who can cook – and may be more likely to turn off the TV and

do so – might be persuaded to purchase some of the appliances and kitchen tools featured

on the programs, which is the ultimate aim of some of the advertisers.

Many of the other ads on the network are for processed or ready-made foods,

which are clearly not meant to encourage home cooking. It is the vicarious consumption

by viewers, not action by doers, that is key to the network’s financial viability. In the end,
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it matters little to the Food Network whether the dishes its hosts create are perceived as

attainable by the people watching. In fact, the more unattainable they seem to average

viewers, the less likely viewers are to get up, walk away from the TV, and cook. While

some may head to the website to look up the recipe, it is to the network’s advantage (in

terms of online advertising revenue) if they browse for some time rather than print a

single recipe and log off. Ideally they will continue watching and clicking, which can

only benefit the network financially. Hansen (2008) argues that celebrity chefs “create an

appetite for consumption that can never be satisfied. The success of modern food media

is based on perpetuating this lack” (p. 50).

This economic imperative applies to print food media as well. Food magazines

depend on subscriptions or regular newsstand purchases in order to sell advertising. The

magazine’s financial viability is not dependent on the reader’s actual behavior in the

kitchen; as long as she keeps subscribing to the magazine or buying it on the newsstand,

ad support will be sustained. Many ads in food magazines are for kitchen appliances and

tools, but a large proportion are for processed and ready-made foods. Thus it is also true

of commercial print media that the ultimate aim, from an economic perspective, is to

keep the reader’s attention on the attractive content rather than encourage her to cook.

Food Styling and Photographic “Truth”

Having examined the motivations of the senders of food media, it is now

appropriate to turn to the characteristics of the messages they create. With the exception

of a handful of cookbooks whose recipes are entirely text, food media today are
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overwhelmingly visual and dominated by photographs and video. It is therefore useful to

begin with an examination of the nature of the photos.

The photograph holds a privileged position among forms of visual

communication. We take for granted that a photo provides a transparent and

representative window on the world (Mendelson, 2006), with little or none of the

interpretation or artistic license assumed to be inherent in illustrations or other non-

photographic depictions. Photos are powerful purveyors of information even if their

veracity is questioned, because “we notice, believe and remember pictures better than we

do words–even if we know the images may not be true” (Newton 2006, p. 8). Even in an

age when many people have some familiarity with digital imaging and manipulation, the

adage “seeing is believing” tends to trump skepticism when we see an image that seems

to be a realistic representation.

Most food photography appears to be realistic. Incorporating special effects or

digital retouching that is conspicuous runs contrary to what seems to be the main purpose

of most food photography: to represent objects

that are already familiar to the viewer. When

effects are conspicuous, such as a liquid hem

around a model’s skirt (Figure 1), the digitization

of the image draws attention to itself and it is

easier for a viewer to detect the manipulation.

But the vast majority of food photography is not

meant to be conspicuous; its goal is to represent

a particular ingredient or finished dish according
Figure 1. Promotional Image for
Crystal Light Created by Ogilvy &
Mather (2009)
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to a set of aesthetic criteria. It is ideally meant to evoke a response:

…to elicit the same mouth-watering reaction as the smell of freshly baked bread
or the taste of a perfectly grilled steak. A great food photograph can convey
feelings of warmth, awaken fond memories, conjure up fantasies, or just plain
make you hungry. It can send crowds flocking to a new restaurant or boost the
sales of a food magazine (Manna 2005, p. xi).

Judging from the values articulated in texts about food photography and styling (Manna,

2005; Bellingham and Bybee, 2008), the professionals who create this type of media are

generally less concerned about accuracy in representation than they are about the allure

of the image. In addition, most food photos – except those which illustrate a story about a

product recall or other newsworthy event – fall under the category of “feature” content

rather than news, and editors tend to be less concerned about digital alteration or

manipulation of such images (Reaves, 1991). Readers also consider cosmetic alteration of

photos – such as straightening a subject’s teeth – more acceptable in the case of feature

illustration (Huang, 2001).

Because most photos of food look realistic enough – that is, they lack elements

that draw attention to digital manipulation – viewers likely tend to assume that the food

they see is the food that, in fact, existed. And if the photograph accompanies instructional

food media such as a recipe, it is fair and reasonable for the viewer to assume that the

photo represents the outcome of following that recipe.

Individuals’ awareness of the challenges of food photography was likely even

more limited prior to the birth of online food diaries. Smart phone apps and digital

cameras with special “cuisine” settings now enable diners and home cooks to easily take

photos of their meals, which are often posted to blogs and social networking sites. Twitter

and Facebook contain many such posts, and some serious food diarists use dedicated sites
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like Foodspotting and the Flickr group “ I Ate This” (Murphy 2010). Some diarists

document every meal and snack “as is” regardless of its aesthetic appeal, while others

style dishes to make them more attractive before taking a photo.  This phenomenon is

especially interesting in the context of this project, because experience with food

photography is one of the intervening variables measured in the experiment. Whether any

relationship exists between such experience and an individual’s food-media literacy will

be explored in the analysis of the survey data.

Outside of the community of food bloggers and stylists, many may be unaware of

the amount of work that is necessary to prepare food for photography, and of the choices

that are made which impact its appearance. A photograph’s production and reception

occur at the confluence of numerous factors, including the institution within which the

photo is produced, the stylistic and technological conventions accepted within that

institution, and the interpretation of the viewer who is herself influenced by outside

factors (Mendelson, 2006). The institutions that produce most food media are profit-

driven. As described in the previous section, the ultimate aim of food media from an

economic perspective is not to instruct viewers or readers in food preparation, but to keep

them watching, buying, clicking, and reading. Assuming audiences respond well and

respond repeatedly to attractive imagery, commercial food media institutions are most

concerned with keeping their attention and, therefore, with producing consistently

attractive images.

Food styling is a profession born out of the increasingly visual media landscape

and the public’s attraction to food. The practice dates back at least as far as James

Beard’s program “I Love to Eat” that was broadcast in the late 1940s on NBC. To
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improve the appearance of foods on the new medium of television, mashed potatoes were

used to represent ice cream, and veining on blue cheese was enhanced with ink (Collins

2009).

Most food stylists have culinary credentials, and they learn the tricks of their trade

on food photography sets. Their professional responsibility is to use “behind-the-scenes

magic and culinary artistry [to make] food look exciting, enticing, and effortlessly

prepared – in essence, seducing the viewer” (Manna 2006, p. 53). The degree of artistry

and amount of magic used largely depends on the purpose of the image. In an

advertisement for food, the product being advertised must be the real thing; if the ad is

for ice cream, the ice cream must be real, but if the ad is for hot fudge topping, the ice

cream under it can be – and frequently is – fake (Bellingham and Bybee, 2008). Editorial

food content is not subject to truth-in-advertising regulations, so the parameters are far

wider regarding what is acceptable.

The days of shellac-coated foods are over, and many stylists try to use natural,

edible materials when possible. But industry textbooks and websites describing food

styling make it clear that rules are interpreted loosely. Cereal boxes are combed through

to find the most attractive flakes, which are then suspended in a bowl filled with white

glue to represent milk; rolls or hamburger buns are dotted with adhesive and hand-

decorated with sesame seeds; and soap suds are placed on cooked bacon slices to make

them appear to sizzle as if fresh from the grill (Manna, 2006). Yogurt and sour cream are

strained of liquid or thickened with gelatin to make them hold their shape under lights

(Schroeder, 2007). Mashed potatoes or heat-resistant mixtures of cake frosting, powdered

sugar and white glue are often substituted for ice cream (Bellingham and Hybee, 2008).
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Even when the actual dish is used with little material modification, multiple versions are

usually cooked and arranged by food stylists, and lights, camera techniques, and props

are used to make the food look as appealing as possible (ibid.). As a result, the food

generally appears far more attractive than it ever could when prepared by a non-food

professional at home.

The last factor in Mendelson’s (2006) model of photographic meaning is the

interpretation by the viewer, who may be influenced by her own level of knowledge

about the subject, her culture, and her assumptions about the relative truth of

photographs. Because cooking skills are declining and people increasingly purchase pre-

prepared or fast food, their knowledge about food may be decreasing as well. If they

bring little knowledge about food to their interpretation of food photography, they may be

less able to judge the accuracy or realism of the photo. In an era in which celebrities’

heads are frequently “photoshopped” onto others’ bodies in media representations, it may

be that some forms of digital manipulation are familiar to media audiences. But when

photos of food are not altered or styled in any conspicuous way, does the manipulation

become invisible to the audience and, most importantly, does the image of food become

the “truth” about it?

Food “Porn”

Among cooks and non-cooks alike a popular term for media that are over-the-top

in their luscious depiction of food is “gastro porn” or “food porn.” Cockburn (1977) is

often cited as the first to use the term. In his review of cookbooks, titled “Gastro-Porn,”

he describes the function of the genre: it “heightens the excitement but also the sense of
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the unattainable by proffering colored photographs of various completed recipes.” The

earliest cookbooks published in the U.S. were mostly text, and the few illustrations that

appeared were either decorative ornamentation or visual aids meant to help explain a

technique. The new crop of cookbooks for the 1977 holiday gift season focused more on

visuals. Cockburn wrote that it mattered little that the ingredients in many of the new

recipes were impossible to find in the U.S. at that time; the point of the books seemed to

be the images and the descriptive text that accompanied them. Cockburn compares one of

the cookbooks to a novel because of the “immense length and complexity” of many of its

recipes. If the recipes were to be attempted, he wrote, they should probably be a weekend

undertaking with an assistant or two.

Ornamental cookery is the term Barthes (1973) uses to describe food photographs

in the French magazine Elle. Because its readers at the time were lower-income, he

argues, the recipes focused on garnishing and coating, performing “unbridled

beautification” of otherwise mundane and inexpensive foodstuffs. The dishes were

always photographed from a high angle, giving the impression of “objects at once near

and inaccessible, whose consumption can perfectly well be accomplished simply by

looking” (p. 79). The dream-like faraway images of what Barthes calls “rococo cookery”

in the 1970s could be compared with the intimate close-ups of perfectly iced cupcakes

and just-melting butter on crusty homemade bread that are characteristic of most

contemporary food photography. The camera may be closer now, but does the food seem

to be any more attainable to the audience? Collins (2009) addresses the current craze for

food media and the decline in cooking: “We have renewed our food obsession and at the

same time are unknowingly losing touch with food and turning it into a fantasy” (p. 229).
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O’Neill (2003) updates the definition of food porn: “prose and recipes so removed

from real life that they cannot be used except as vicarious experience” (p. 39). She

recounts her own career as a food journalist and the evolution of food writing as it

became less about cooking and more about “cuisine.”  Ray (2007) makes a useful

distinction between the two: “cuisine is to cooking what fashion is to clothing –

superfluous and beautiful – where formal characteristics trump function” (p. 58). In the

late 1970s and 1980s, consumers became more interested in food trends and aesthetics

and food manufacturers began courting journalists to write positive pieces encouraging

readers to use more of their products, such as extra-virgin olive oil. O’Neill bemoans the

fact that contemporary food writing is more commercially oriented and seems focused on

entertainment rather than solid reporting about economics, public health and consumer

education. Drawing a line between food writing and food porn, she states that the latter

was “voyeuristic, providing windows into a world of unattainable bodies and

unimaginable disposable income and time, an unreal world” (p. 44). Food had become a

life-style (p. 45).

The unattainable bodies in sexual pornography can be compared with unattainable

kitchens, ingredients and final dishes in food porn. Kaufman (2005) describes the taping

of a Food Network program “Sara’s Secrets” with Sara Moulton. Moulton is not the only

one made up and prepped for the camera; assistants are on the set to sculpt dishes of

mustard and buff bread buns. Just like sex in pornography appears aesthetically pleasing

and effortless, so does cooking when seen through the lens of the Food Network. In

contrast with home cooking, “TV cooking builds to an unending succession of physical

ecstacies, never a pile of dirty dishes” (p. 56). And the bottomless pantry means that no
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Figure 2. Helpers on the set of Julia Child’s
PBS program, invisible to the camera.
Photo credit: Paul Child/Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe
Institute, Harvard University.

matter how much a TV chef

cooks, she/he never runs out of

anything. Kaufman draws

parallels between sex- and food-

porn, equating the “cum shot”

with the closing segment of a

cooking show in which the host

(and often a guest or two) sample

the finished dish and moan with

pleasure.

The cooking and eating experiences in Kaufman’s interpretation are just as out-

of-reach to the home cook as those described by Barthes, O’Neill, and Cockburn. Dirty

tools and utensils are rarely visible on-screen as Food Network staffers rush in to scrub

them before the camera rolls. The “beauty shot” of the apple pie Moulton ostensibly

prepared with her guest was not of the pie they made on camera; it was one carefully

crafted ahead of time in the Food Network test kitchens (Kaufman, 2005). Such

perfection seems more like spectacle than instruction; like sexual pornography, it is

meant to be watched rather than imitated.

Just as awkward moments or physiological malfunctions are rarely seen in sexual

pornography, missteps in cooking are rare events in most food media. When people do

make mistakes in competition programs like “Top Chef,” the errors are made spectacular

just like the successes. Including mistakes may make the show seem more real, but their
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treatment as dramatic make-or-break moments for the contestants does little to improve

the content’s accessibility to the home viewer.

Ray (2007) is not convinced by the characterization of such media as “food porn.”

He argues that labeling it as such is “narrow and mis-guided,” and ignores the fact that

we aestheticize other necessities (clothing, for example) without calling the styling of

them pornographic. Ray proposes that the delight people take in observing performative

cooking and eating on the Food Network has much in common with the pleasures people

took in medieval feasts. In such banquets, appearance trumped flavor and display was

everything. It is a fitting analogy, given that the flavor of the food on television or in a

magazine does not matter to the audience, who are unable to sample it.

Ray’s comparison is instructive; attendees of medieval banquets likely did not

know how to cook, for they were aristocrats who had servants to perform such household

tasks. But most people in that era were not aristocrats, and they likely had some degree of

skill in food preparation for the sake of their own sustenance. Now that watching others

cook seems to be more popular than doing it ourselves, are we becoming a nation of

aristocrats dependent on others to prepare our food? Or is it possible to parse images of

others cooking in a different way, to make different meanings of such media as an active

– rather than passive – audience?

The Impact of Images

The influence of images on the meanings made from texts has been examined

extensively by researchers in education and communications studies. Levie and Lentz

(1982) review 55 experiments that compare learning from an illustrated text to learning
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from a non-illustrated one. They conclude that pictures which are relevant to the text or

provide “text-redundant information” facilitate learning significantly (p. 225). In contrast,

decorative pictures that provide only embellishment and do not overlap with text content

do not facilitate learning of the text. Relevant pictures can facilitate learning by providing

context for organizing the information in the text, by carrying “extralinguistic”

information, and by enhancing the reader’s enjoyment (p. 226).

Zillmann, Gibson, and Sargent (1999) focus on the influence of photographs on a

reader’s perception of an issue reported in print news. In a news report with two sides

(safety of amusement park rides versus risk to riders, for example), readers tended to

perceive and recall more frequently the side that was illustrated with a photo. When two

photos were used to provide balanced representation of both sides, the distortion did not

occur. In this case, the illustration facilitated learning about and remembering one side of

an issue at the expense of the non-illustrated side. Attributes of an illustration can

influence an individual’s processing of the text as well; a larger photograph can make the

story it accompanies seem more important to a reader (Wanta, 1988).

Mendelson and Thorson (2004) demonstrate that the influence of photos in a text

is not the same for everyone who reads it. An individual’s cognitive style as a verbalizer

or a visualizer – whether she tends to be word- or image-oriented – may influence the

amount of attention she pays to an illustrated text, how interesting she finds it, and how

well she remembers it. They found that high verbalizers tend to recall both stories and

photos better, and that these individuals recall the most about stories when photos are

absent. The fact that visualizers appear to process a text-and-images medium differently

suggests that “the newspaper is not the same stimuli for all users. What people learn
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depends greatly on an interaction between their cognitive styles and the nature of the

media stimuli to which they are exposed” (p. 486).

The literature leaves no doubt that photographs in a media text greatly influence

how a reader processes and recalls the text. But most of the research in communications

has focused on news in print media, which is generally informative rather than

instructional. Research on illustrated “how-to” content has been done in educational

psychology and health communication. Glenberg and Langston (1992) describe how

diagrams are used by readers to construct “mental models” of procedures described in

accompanying text. Houts et al. (2006) summarize research demonstrating that pictures

have the potential to facilitate comprehension of information and improve individuals’

health-promotion behaviors such as taking medication on time. But they acknowledge

that the relationship between pictures and behavior change is a complex one influenced

by factors including captions and the individual’s emotional response to a picture.

Work on illustrated texts and readers’ processing of them has not yet addressed

instructional texts that include a photo only of the result. The vast majority of print food

media falls under this category. My observation as a long-time reader of food magazines

and cookbooks is that these media feature mostly photos of the end product. Relatively

few cookbooks and food magazines include small photos of individual steps described in

the recipe.

The impact of realistic-looking “fakery” in food photography has not yet been

measured empirically, and it may be important in understanding audience response to

food media, both in terms of interpretation and behavior change. It seems promising as a

potential factor in the paradox of food media’s growing popularity and the decline in
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cooking. Editing that is used in audio-visual food media may also be important in

determining the audience’s perception of a recipe’s ease and outcome, but it is outside the

scope of the present study. Examining the meanings people make of food photography is

a first step in understanding the influence of food media on their everyday food choices

and dietary habits.

I do not have any delusions that this study will address all of the complex factors

that determine a person’s cooking and eating behavior. Food habits are influenced by

environment; socio-economic status; neighborhood resources and other structural

constraints; personal, religious, and cultural preferences; and numerous other factors. The

current study is meant to operationalize one component of a person’s everyday

interactions with the food she eats and the media she consumes. It is possible that this

research may begin to illuminate some of the other factors at work, but the focus is on the

individual’s interpretation of a food media text.

Up to this point, I have synthesized literature on the visual content of food media,

and the impact of an image on the text it accompanies. In the next section, I will review

theory that informs this study’s examination of the audience’s interpretation of that

image.

Theoretical Framework

Representation and semiotics. The reception of visual communication, the

process of meaning-making by the viewer, is complex and dependent on a number of

factors. These include the representation of the subject matter by the image’s producers,
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the cultural and social context within which the viewer is situated, and the viewer’s own

experience with and expectations of the image’s subject matter (Mendelson 2006).

Representation is shaped by the institutions, social relations and practices of

production within which media operate and which the media themselves help constitute.

A media message is “encoded” by its authors and producers to carry a particular

meaning, but this meaning does not necessarily match that which is “decoded” by

audiences (Hall 2000). In this critical view of representation, the producers’ intended

meaning dominates but does not determine the reception by the audience (ibid.). The

audience is active in the meaning-making process, and highly differentiated by factors

including socio-economic status, gender, and cultural background, all of which shape

their readings of media texts.

Representations of food are especially dynamic and fluid within this process of

encoding and decoding, because food and eating are culturally bound and highly

personal. For example, a food magazine editor may decide to use a photo of meatloaf to

illustrate a feature on comfort food. One reader might make what Hall calls the

“dominant-hegemonic” interpretation that meatloaf = comfort food because she has

positive associations of meatloaf with her mother’s kitchen and happy family dinners.

Another reader might interpret the photo as kitschy because she “reads” meatloaf as an

anachronism, a relic of the 1950s. This would be a negotiated reading, as it recognizes

meatloaf as homey but perhaps challenges that particular paradigm of home. A third

reader might make an oppositional reading, seeing meatloaf as a symbol of an industrial

food system that abstracts the source of meat and promotes alienation between humans

and animals – in many ways, the opposite of comfort. Following Hall’s (2000) model,
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this reader understands the denotation of meatloaf in the same way as the first two, but at

the connotative level she actively transforms its meaning. In all three cases, the reader’s

own politics, life experiences, and knowledge influence the meaning she makes of the

image.

Another example demonstrates the relevance of encoding and decoding to the

current project. A photo of a elaborately decorated cake can have divergent meanings to

different people. Someone who has never made a cake before might admire its beauty

and wonder if such a cake could be purchased at a local bakery. Someone who has baked

cakes but had difficulty doing so might look at it with envy and wonder how it was made

to look so perfect. A professional pastry chef might examine the photo for signs of the

decorating technique, parsing it for ideas that she could use in her bakery. Again,

personal experiences and knowledge inflect – sometimes dramatically – the meaning a

viewer makes of an image.

The impermanence or mutability of meaning in this model can be compared to an

example used in semiotics, that of an invented language: “Whoever creates a language

controls it only so long as it is not in circulation; from the moment when it fulfills its

mission and becomes the property of everyone, control is lost” (de Saussure, 1959, p.76).

Just as language is a system of signs whose association with their signifieds is arbitrary

and prone to alteration, the meaning of an image is mutable and subject to

reinterpretation by those who view it. An image of food is arguably less arbitrary as a

representation, because the object itself is frequently familiar and identifiable to the

viewer. Even when a foodstuff is less familiar – for example, a dish of foreign origin – it

is generally still identifiable as food.
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Increasingly it is the nature of the representation itself that is open to multiple

interpretations, and this is the phenomenon of interest in the current project. Portrayals of

food in contemporary media take many forms and serve many purposes: advertising,

editorial, public relations, and entertainment are but a few. The category of

representation, and the viewer’s knowledge of and experience with that category, can

impact the meaning she makes of the representation. Her familiarity with different genres

of media representations can influence her interpretation. For example, she might

attribute more factuality to a newspaper article about beef than to an advertisement for it.

One of the major classifications made by viewers in the process of meaning-

making is between fiction and non-fiction. Nichols (1991) distinguishes between

documentary and fiction in the ways that sounds and images are perceived by the viewer

– as evidence or as elements of a plot, respectively. (p. 20) If a plot is being constructed,

we must find the elements merely plausible. But if an argument is being made, as is

frequently the case in documentaries, we must find the evidence believable (ibid.). We

hold the text to a different standard depending on what we perceive its intent to be, and

its intent depends to a large extent on its genre. One of the first categorizations we make

in identifying genre is fiction or non-fiction. Mendelson and Papacharissi (2007) found

that a person’s interpretation of a photo is influenced by whether they believe the photo is

fictional or real.

If we perceive a series of images or a film as documentary, we “expect that what

occurred in front of the camera has undergone little or no modification in order to be

recorded on film and magnetic tape” (Nichols 1991, p. 27). We attribute to the

representation what Nichols calls an “indexical relation” to the thing it represents. The
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camera is assumed to be a transparent and distortion-free lens, showing us exactly what

we would see if we were there, watching the object or event with our own eyes.

But theories of representation, of encoding/decoding, and of media literacy

remind us that this is not so. A representation is a re-presentation, and a presentation is

not in itself a transparent window on what is presented. As Nichols (1991) asserts, “the

separation between an image and what it refers to continues to be a difference that makes

a difference” (p. 7). This project examines if and how that difference makes a difference

in the meanings viewers make of food media texts.

This section closes with a comment on explication, the theory driving the focus

groups and pre-testing phases of this project. Absolute transparency in communication is

rarely possible, but it is a worthy aim in constructing a valid instrument with which to

measure human thought reactions to and interpretations of a media message. While any

procedure designed to observe phenomena in communication will fall short of its mark,

the discipline of explication “should tell us, among other things, the extent to which we

are falling short of studying what we really intend” (Chaffee 1991, p. 5) (emphasis mine).

A goal of the experiment phase of this study is to use pre-testing to move as much as

possible toward valid empirical definitions of food-media literacy and several other

variables. Chaffee (1991) describes the assumption on which empirical definition is

based: “that the more clearly researchers can specify what their concept means in the

world of human experience, the more they know about it and the more knowledge they

can contribute to others” (p. 30).
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The role of illustrations. Pictures serve a variety of functions in prose depending

on their type and their relationship to the text. Levin, Anglin, and Carney (1987) describe

five of these functions, and demonstrate that not all facilitate learning equally. Decoration

is provided by pictures that are irrelevant to the text and/or are used to make the text look

more attractive. Representation is provided by a picture that “tells” the same story as the

prose or substantially overlaps with information in the prose. A picture serves an

organization function when it provides a framework for the text (examples are illustrated

maps or “how-to” diagrams). Interpretational pictures illustrate concepts within the text

that are abstract or difficult to comprehend. Last, transformational pictures are the most

conspicuous as learning devices, for they are often intended to be visual mnemonic

devices that aid the reader in committing material to memory.

Decorative pictures have a mild negative effect on learning, which the authors

attribute to the fact that the image has no relevance to the content to be learned (Levin,

Anglin, and Carney 1987, p. 67). Representational, organizational, and interpretational

pictures are approximately equivalent in their ability to facilitate learning, and the effect

size of transformational pictures is highest (ibid, p. 70).

Most photos in food media appear to serve a representation function because they

correspond with a recipe and are therefore text-relevant. Less common are photos of step-

by-step instructions, which would be organizational or possibly interpretational.

According to this model of picture functions, a photo of the recipe’s result should help

the reader understand and recall the text. However, the reader’s attitude and confidence in

response to the text is more important to the present study than is her ability to
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understand and recall it. Thus the basic model of picture functions as it has been

conceptualized in existing research is of limited use for this project.

Weidenmann (1989) provides a model (Figure 3) that is more relevant and useful

for examining factors that may influence a reader’s processing of and response to an

illustrated instructional text.

This model expands on the

function theory of pictures to include

more possible interactions. Two are

especially relevant to the present study.

Arrow L/Mp prompts a line of inquiry:

“How does the learner use the picture? Is

(s)he able to ‘read’ the picture? Is (s)he

motivated to process the picture seriously in order to extract a maximum amount of

information from it?” (p. 160) Arrows L/T and T/L similarly prompt: “How does the

learner perceive the task? How does this perception influence the learner’s processing of

the material?” (ibid) This is a useful framework because it complicates the relationships

among the reader, the text, the image, and the task illustrated by the text and image. In

the case of print food media, the reader may use the photos to enhance her enjoyment of

the text, to “consume” the food vicariously, or to gauge the recipe’s difficulty. In the case

of the last usage, the image may influence both her perception of the task and her

interpretation of the accompanying text.

Weidenmann (1989) summarizes research that suggests how and why good

pictures sometimes fail to facilitate learning. Because pictures can be processed more

Figure 3. Weidenmann's model of
learning from an illustrated
instructional text
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quickly and automatically than text, a reader may reach the “illusion of full

understanding” and stop processing the information after giving it a superficial glance (p.

163). This theory is supported by Mendelson and Thorson’s (2004) findings that high-

verbalizing readers process a text more thoroughly if it has no images. Some research

suggests that the attractiveness of an image may even serve as a distraction from

processing the text. Dwyer (1972) argues that “aesthetically pleasing visuals may be

deceptive in their instructional value” (p. 90). A highly attractive image of food may do

more than distract. It may intimidate the reader out of attempting to re-create it, since

ostensibly a successful attempt at the recipe should produce a result identical to that in

the image.

Visual literacy. The adage “seeing is believing” was less problematic before the

advent of digital photography and video editing. Images continue to be a highly trusted

form of communication, in large part because they “appear to be open, transparent and

authentic” (Masterman 1985, p. 141). We take it for granted, Masterman states, that

“those people, that that event, presenting themselves to the camera, were, irrefutably,

there” (ibid.). The presumed authenticity of the photo has potential consequences for

health-related behaviors. Many scholars worry that “flawless” images of models and

celebrities establish an unattainable standard that can negatively impact viewers’

confidence and self-image (see Reaves et al., 2004 for a discussion). It is conceivable that

unattainable standards in food imagery may have a similar effect on viewers’ perceptions

of their own cooking abilities and of the appearance of food in general. The perceived

fidelity of visual communication combined with cultivation effects may exert
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considerable influence on individuals’ beliefs, attitudes and health behaviors. The

specific skill set and body of knowledge known as “visual literacy” (Messaris, 1994) can

be used to mitigate such impact.

An important element of visual literacy is the ability to detect artifice in the

production of an image. Messaris breaks down this artifice into three categories: generic

labels, staged behavior, and editing. A generic label helps the viewer make a primary

categorization of media content and identify her own expectations about it. For example,

we look for particular cues to distinguish a cooking show from an infomercial. According

to conventional wisdom, a cooking show is meant to teach us something and an

infomercial is intended to sell us something. But when the lines between genres are

blurred – say, when a cooking show host demonstrates a recipe in which a new food

processor (manufactured by the program’s sponsor) is featured prominently – the generic

labeling conventions are no longer discrete and it is more difficult to determine the

purpose of the media message. Such lines blur in food magazines when “advertorial”

content highlights a branded ingredient, or when an advertisement includes a recipe.

When genres are blurred deliberately and skillfully, it may require a higher level of visual

literacy to discern one from the other.

Staged behavior is effective in producing material that appears to the viewer as

nonfiction, in which the producers attempt “to conceal the degree or type of control that

went into its creation” (Messaris 1994, p. 141). The vast majority of live action or

photographic (as opposed to animated) food media is ostensibly non-fiction, for the

audience generally believes they are watching an actual cooking process happening to
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real food during the time span in which it actually occurred. Messaris observes that the

discrepancies between staged reality and actual reality

may be the primary indicators that most audience members use in detecting the
presence of concealed staging. The competent recognition of these indicators
undoubtedly requires quite sophisticated perceptual skills. However, if the
essence of these skills is a sensitivity to departures from natural, unstaged
appearance or behavior, it seems likely that their primary source is everyday
social interaction rather than experience with visual media (p. 143).

In the case of food media, the primary source may be their experience in food

preparation. It is their familiarity with the subject matter in real life that provides the

critical competency needed to evaluate realism in visual representations.

Editing can be used in televisual food media to compress time, to pause the action

for commercial breaks, and to remove awkward or unsuccessful segments in the

preparation of a dish. It can be used in print food media to select the most visually

appealing result of a single preparation, to frame a dish in a particular way, to select the

best photo in a series of shots, and generally to make the image of the food fit within the

vision of the project’s art director. The main purpose of most video editing is “to

integrate pieces of action into one continuous whole” (Messaris 1994, p. 145), which, if it

is successful, appears seamless and therefore inconspicuous to the viewer. Editing in print

media may be more difficult for the average viewer to identify because there is generally

no sequence of images  within which inconsistency may be detected. Messaris argues that

detection of this type of artifice usually requires priming of the viewer to watch for

specific clues; and so, like the detection of staged behavior, some degree of background

knowledge or personal experience is needed to identify editing.
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What Messaris calls the “invisible style” is used in the vast majority of food

media.  This style confines the camera work and editing “to following the action – as

opposed to commenting on it or to acting independently of it.” This encourages the

viewer to “lose sight of the means of representation and become absorbed exclusively in

the represented act itself” (p. 150). The invisibility of the style may serve as an obstacle

to critical viewing of food media. But captions or labels that draw attention to the

constructed nature of the image may help to activate viewers’ critical competencies and

break through this barrier of ostensibly naturalistic representation. Mendelson and

Papacharissi (2007) found that people had different reactions to photos depending on

whether they were labeled as fictional or real. Subjects “thought more about images that

they thought were fictional,” but in terms of emotional reaction, “people respond more

strongly to content they believe is real” (p. 240). In addition, viewers’ personal

experience with digital image production and manipulation may facilitate their detection

of artifice in food photography.

Up to this point, I have synthesized literature on the motivations of food media

producers and the content and visual emphasis in the media messages themselves. I have

incorporated theory on representation, semiotics, and visual literacy to begin to formulate

questions about how audiences interpret and make meanings from food media. In the next

section, I will address the final station in the communication media model: the receiver.

The influence of food media on their audiences is not well understood, so this section

reviews what is known and what has yet to be investigated.
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The primary theory that informs this study’s investigation of audience reception is

media literacy. This section ends with an theoretical application of the principles of

media literacy to food media, to demonstrate the relevance of this body of knowledge to

the current project. Finally, the section concludes with the theory of sensitized concepts,

which provides a philosophical orientation to this exploratory study.

The known influence of food media. Although many people report learning

about cooking from food media, focus group evidence suggests that most people view

television cooking programs as entertainment rather than instruction (Caraher, Lang, and

Dixon, 2000). The majority of respondents in the groups reported not actually trying

recipes from cooking programs. (these results may be different today because many such

programs make their recipes available online and Internet access is more common.) What

was clear in the conversations was that many people perceived such programs as

entertainment or “filler” and did not entirely trust the outcomes depicted on the shows.

Some identified the commercial intent of the programs, pointing out that the shows were

produced inexpensively and made profits by offering the recipes via a paid call-in service

(p. 40). For my purposes of conceptualizing food-media literacy, it is encouraging to

know that subjects demonstrated a degree of critical thinking regarding these programs.

The next step is to determine how people’s perceptions and interpretations of such food

media influence their likelihood to find the media useful as a source of instruction.

Collins (2009) argues that an individual’s perception of food television “depends

on his or her relationship to cooking – if it’s something she’ll use, it’s instructional, if it’s

not, but she likes to watch, it’s entertainment. They’re not mutually exclusive” (p. 201).
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She identifies Food Network programming as something viewers can feel better about

watching than, say, American Idol or CSI, because ostensibly they are learning something

at the same time. But are they likely to use what they learn, by cooking instead of sitting

down and watching? Collins cites the Food Network’s own viewer data that at least half

of its audience does not cook; what is not clear is whether the half that does is cooking

more or less than they did pre-Food Network. She is not overly optimistic about the

network’s educational capacity. “If we have time to watch the show,” Collins wonders,

“don’t we have some down time? Apparently we choose to watch instead of cook” (p.

203).

The influence of celebrity chefs has been documented in children’s views of

cooking and food preparation. Caraher, Baker and Burns (2004) invited eight- and nine-

year-old British children to draw and write about a meal they would like to share with a

visitor new to Earth, and to draw a picture of someone who is cooking at home and share

a narrative of it. Many of the children drew or mentioned celebrity chefs including Jamie

Oliver and Delia Smith. Mentions of celebrities were especially noteworthy in the

children’s narratives of a meal they would like to share with the visitor (p. 264). It

remains unclear whether children learn about food or cooking from watching a celebrity

chef on television, but this study suggests that they are aware of them as media

personalities and good cooks.

The unknown influence of food media. The category “food media” is itself

problematic, because it encompasses such a wide range of sub-genres. The following is a

typology based on my own observations as a heavy consumer of food media. Most food
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magazines are instructional, as they focus on recipes and food preparation techniques.

However, on the newsstand there is a growing number of magazines which seem directed

at connoisseurs rather than cooks, as they focus on the sources, production and evaluation

of foods and drinks. Cookbooks are almost exclusively instructional, though this category

blurs into food travelogue, food science, and food memoir. Food websites, blogs, and

podcasts also straddle the line between instruction and experience – many food bloggers

write about their travels or their own cooking, and include recipes and photos of what

they have eaten and/or made. Perhaps the fastest-growing category of food media is

smartphone apps. Apps related to food mostly provide restaurant reviews and recipes;

two examples are from Yelp.com and Epicurious.com.

TV shows about food occupy nearly as many sub-categories as non-food shows;

reality cooking competition shows such as “Top Chef,” travelogues such as Anthony

Bourdain’s “No Reservations,” and cooking-science programs like Alton Brown’s “Good

Eats” are a small sample of the variety of programming on the Food Network and other

networks. The genre originated with, and is still dominated by, cooking-instruction shows

such as Rachael Ray’s “30 Minute Meals” and Giada de Laurentiis’ “Everyday Italian.”

This project focuses on instructional media, as the intents and purposes of that sub-

category are the most straightforward. The influence of food travelogues and reality

cooking competition programs would be a worthy topic for another study.

Very little

empirical data exists

on the simultaneous

decline of cooking

Figure 4. Anecdotal evidence of watching-not-cooking in a
Cathy cartoon (Cathy Guisewite, Nov. 23, 2009)
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and rise in consumption of food media, but anecdotal evidence abounds. Pollan (2009)

called attention to it in a The New York Times Magazine cover story about “how

American cooking became a spectator sport.” Cathy Guisewite, author of the syndicated

comic strip “Cathy,” commented on the phenomenon in a series of strips published prior

to Thanksgiving 2009 (Figure 4 is a sample). In other cartoons in the series, her mother is

portrayed as being highly knowledgeable about all the food made by celebrity chefs on

television, yet uninterested in doing any cooking herself. This illustrates an effect of such

media described by Adema (2000): “Food television is transforming cooking from an

essentially feminine chore to a glamorous hobby for men, women, and children” (p. 116).

As pre-prepared food becomes more ubiquitous and affordable, cooking at home

from basic ingredients may be doomed to the fate of regular physical activity – something

the average person must go out of her way to do. Labor-saving devices and transportation

technology have made obsolete many calorie-burning tasks people used to have to do

every day. As a result, for many people physical activity has become a hobby or been

institutionalized as “exercise”  and assigned dedicated spaces and equipment. Most

people know it is something they should do regularly, but it is no longer a natural part of

their day. The growth of retail meal-assembly kitchens such as Supper Solutions (Sepic,

2008) that offer patrons professionally outfitted kitchens and already-prepped ingredients

suggests that food preparation is following a similar path of outsourcing. As successive

generations have fewer basic food preparation skills, they may become dependent on a

third party – a manufacturer of frozen entrées or a Supper Solutions-type food retailer
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that guides them in assembling already-prepared components – to do things their parents

and grandparents could do for themselves.2

On the other hand, making a glamorous hobby out of a task might make it seem

enjoyable, an activity to seek out and participate in as frequently as possible. But the data

on food preparation in the home and money spent on food-away-from-home suggests that

the glamorization may be having a very different effect: to put cooking on a pedestal and

make it seem like something that requires an extraordinary level of skill. When we watch

acrobats perform in a circus, most of us do not go home and sign up for gymnastics

lessons. We perceive the acrobats’ feats as impressive, difficult and out of our range of

abilities. Although a talented acrobat makes her performance look effortless, the average

audience member does not think, “I bet I could do that.” She is content to watch the

performer and enjoy the spectacle. A similar mechanism may be at work in food media,

as cooking becomes more spectacular and viewers and readers have fewer basic food

preparation skills.

Contemporary food media, most of which is highly styled, edited, and slickly

produced, may lock the average audience member out of comprehension. The subtext of

most cooking shows on prime time is “Don’t try this at home. If you really want to eat

this way, go to a restaurant” (Pollan 2009, p. 34). Collins (2009) echoes this in her

observation that food preparation on commercial cooking shows does not encourage the

viewer to follow along as anything other than a spectator;

In many network and cable food shows, there is a pretense of producing art. As
evidenced by beautiful surroundings, the background music, the flower

                                                  
2 This is not the first time such a change has been documented in U.S. food culture; Turner (2006) describes how the
working classes in American urban centers began buying more ready-to-eat food at the turn of the 20th century, but
argues that time constraints and desire for convenience were bigger factors than lack of cooking ability. Future research
could examine whether similar factors are at work today.



50

arrangements and the attention to presentation, it is made clear that aesthetics are
of primary importance. Even though cooking purports to be something everyone
can do, commercial TV hosts make precise emulation impossible. Whether it’s
part of their quirky charm or just the way they cook, many hosts don’t even use
measurements, much less share them with the audience (p. 205).

Chan (2003) argues that, with the slick production values typical of the genre, “the

program itself has less to do with food and cooking and more to do with the manufacture

of and packaging of the host/chef himself or herself – and the manufacture of emotions

surrounding eating” (p. 48). In other words, it is meant to be watched, not done.

Judging from the decline in time spent cooking, viewers may be taking this

message to heart instead of perceiving televised food preparation as accessible. But just

as understanding gymnastics may de-mystify an acrobat’s performance, understanding

how food media are produced may help audiences de-glamorize them and access their

instructional content. Otherwise, the audience is surrounded by potentially useful

information but unable to make sense of it. As Collins (2009) states, “simply putting

something on television doesn’t make it accessible to all – just viewable by all” (p. 224).

Up to this point, I have reviewed the literature on the motivations of food media

producers, the content of their media messages, and the impact those messages may have

on the cooking and eating behaviors of their audiences. The information that the audience

may glean from food media messages depends greatly on their ability to critically

evaluate those messages. The next section addresses the theory of media literacy, which

informs the measurement of critical competencies that constitutes the bulk of this study.

Media literacy. Theories of representation including those of Hall (2000) and

Nichols (1991), which attribute interpretive power to the audience and situate message
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reception as a primary site for meaning-making, inform many practices in media literacy.

The media literacy skills most relevant to the current project are individuals’ ability to

analyze and evaluate food media. The application of these skills to instructional food

media has not yet been explored in the media literacy (ML) literature, but they have been

applied to food advertising. Scheibe (2008) used media literacy lessons to develop

children’s critical thinking skills; the children applied these skills to evaluate claims made

in television commercials for snack foods. Hindin (2001) found that a media education

intervention for parents helped them to respond in more productive ways to their

children’s requests for unhealthy foods they saw advertised on television. Given the

growing popularity – and commercial intent – of food magazines and television

programs, it is becoming increasingly important that individuals have critical

competencies in evaluating these types of media as well. Such competence is especially

important for adults because, as Hindin’s work suggests, not only can a media literate

adult critically evaluate food-media messages, she can help a child do the same.

Relatively little research has been done on adult media literacy, though several

have emphasized the importance of such work (Tisdell 2007 is one). Poe (2007) explored

elderly women’s “health-media literacy” in their interpretation of drug marketing

messages. A more general survey of adult media literacy is periodically conducted by

Ofcom (2010) in the U.K. Ofcom’s reports tend to focus on adults’ uses of, concerns

about, and trust in different forms of media. No research exists that focuses on adults’

baseline media literacy, and the purpose of this first phase is to explore how to measure

it.
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Two questions meant to measure an adult’s activation of media literacy

competencies regarding food media might be: 1) Can they evaluate the depiction of

cooking or food in a media message as realistic or unrealistic? 2) Can they identify the

commercial intent of a television program or a magazine article that is not explicitly

labeled as an advertisement for the sponsor? Identifying sources of critical competence

related to food and cooking is a primary aim of this project. Measuring the application of

this competence in an individual’s interpretation of food media is another primary aim. In

other words, how do people know what they are looking at in a food media message, and

how do they evaluate that message’s veracity and realism?

The importance of media literacy in health promotion has been widely

acknowledged by scholars of public health and nutrition (Wadsworth and Thompson,

2005; Bergsma, 2004), in part because the media serve as important and often influential

sources of information. Adults in the U.S. rank television, radio, newspapers and

magazines as their top sources of health-related information (Brodie et al., 1999). It is

likely that such media usage patterns have changed with the growth of the Internet, but a

comparable study has not been done in recent years. Children’s food preferences and

consumption have been found to be strongly influenced by the types of foods featured in

television commercials and programs (Gorn and Goldberg, 1982; Jeffrey, McLellarn and

Fox, 1982). Children who view four or more hours of television per day were found to

have poorer nutrition knowledge and to have more faith in the nutrition claims in

commercials (Signorielli, 1990).3

                                                  
3 This may be related to the phenomenon described in the knowledge gap hypothesis (see McLeod, Kosicki, and
McLeod, 2002, for a summary). Knowledge gap theories may provide a useful and appropriate theoretical framework
for future work on food media and public health, but it is only marginally relevant here.
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In the present study, media literacy serves as the primary bridge between theory

and practice; it illustrates how insights gained in this research might be applied in

education and public health promotion. What follows is an application of the five key

questions of media literacy education (Thoman, 2003) to several examples of food media,

followed by an examination of their relevance to the present study.

1. All media messages are constructed. A primary objective of media literacy

education is to help people of all ages gain awareness that the “reality” presented in

media messages is a constructed one and does not necessarily represent the way things

really are. Some elements are selected, others are left out, and editors, writers and

designers put together a media message with a particular goal in mind – it might be to

persuade, to sell a product, or to present a series of events in a certain way.

A television program on the Food Network does not represent an uncut, real-time

representation of an individual cooking. Mistakes are re-shot or edited out, time is

condensed using commercial breaks and editing, and much of the actual food preparation

such as slicing and measuring is performed off-camera prior to taping. The end result is a

slick, entertaining narrative in which the host appears to cook flawlessly and present a

perfect dish at the conclusion. For someone without cooking skills, such a program is

impressive and possibly intimidating. A viewer who is aware of how constructed the

program is may be less intimidated and more likely to see cooking as an accessible

activity that is not always performed flawlessly even by professionals. The present study

aims to examine whether this phenomenon occurs in print food media; a slick photograph
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of food is a constructed media message, and may be intimidating to those who do not

recognize the construction and styling that produced it.

Adults who possess few food preparation skills often lack confidence to try

cooking because they fear failure (Stead et al., 2004). The slickness of print food media

may be a genuine barrier to such individuals’ adoption of health-promoting behavior

(cooking from basic ingredients). Media literacy education may help demystify such

media and empower individuals to take more control over their food choices. 

2. Media messages are constructed using a creative language with its own rules.

When editors, writers and designers construct a media message, they follow the

conventions of a particular genre in determining how a message will look and sound.

Stylists and photographers control every aspect of a food’s appearance, and follow

industry trends in the arrangement of food and props. Producers of television food

programs follow specific rules when staging, taping and editing a show to make the

audience feel involved in the action, to entertain them, and most importantly to keep them

watching (Ketchum 2005).

When individuals become aware of the specific techniques that are used to make

objects look a certain way in media images, they can both gain a deeper appreciation of it

and be able to “see through” manipulation (Thoman, 2003). This concept could guide a

food photography production activity in which students experiment with ingredients,

lighting, camera techniques, and the arrangement of elements and props to create an

appealing, food magazine-ready image of a familiar food such as a peanut butter and jelly

sandwich. By creating an image themselves and evaluating it according to conventions of
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food photography, they may gain critical understanding of techniques producers of food

media use to attract and keep their attention. The present study may help educators

understand viewers’ reactions to highly stylized food photography and establish

guidelines for such an activity.

3. Different people experience the same media message differently. Essential to

being media literate is understanding that audiences bring meaning to media messages,

and that every person may interpret a single message in his or her own way. Not only

does this concept encourage people to consider others’ perspectives (which aids critical

thinking), it also prompts them to use their own knowledge in forming an active

interpretation of a message. For example, Hobbs et al. (2006) found that adolescent girls

activated their knowledge of family members’ experiences when evaluating claims in

weight-loss advertisements.

Activating personal experience in the interpretation of messages is especially

relevant to food media. For example, nearly everyone in the U.S. has seen what a

hamburger looks like when it is served in a fast-food restaurant, and could critically

evaluate an ad for the burger by comparing its appearance in the ad with what it looks

like in “real life.” By emphasizing the importance and legitimacy of personal knowledge

and experience regarding food, media literacy education can empower individuals to trust

their own critical evaluation of media imagery. Along with the second key concept, this

can help them detect manipulation in food photography and recognize that what they see

may not be accurate or realistic.



56

4. Media are primarily businesses driven by a profit motive. On the surface, the

media appear to be sources of entertainment and information which exist to provide

audiences with enjoyable experiences and valuable news. However, commercial media

(including most food magazines) are supported by advertising and must consistently

“deliver” audiences to those advertisers in order to remain financially viable.

Austin et al. (2002) suggest that awareness of the profit motive behind a media

message may enhance an individual’s logical (rather than affective) response to it. By

recognizing the commercial intent of food media that does not identify itself as

advertising, individuals may gain awareness that the information provided is not

necessarily objective, and that they should evaluate it with the same skepticism they

would an advertisement.

5. Media have embedded values and points of view. Because an underlying

purpose of commercial food media such as magazines and television programs is to

promote merchandise, it is important to recognize how they communicate the importance

of having the “right stuff” to their audience. Food magazine editorial content frequently

highlights particular brands of kitchen equipment and appliances and promotes a

materialistic lifestyle. The sets in which television cooking programs are taped are

likewise models of a lifestyle, “dream kitchens” in which the sponsors’ pots and pans and

appliances are on prominent display. The value message of such programs is that the

viewer should own the featured state-of-the-art merchandise in order to live the dream, or

even to prepare the food properly.
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Critical awareness of the values such food media promote may help individuals to

understand how food preparation is glamorized, and to realize that it is possible to cook

successfully without the expensive equipment promoted in the program. If people are

empowered to see beyond the “stuff,” they are more likely to glean useful cooking

instruction from such programs instead of insecurity about their ability to prepare food in

their non-dream kitchens.

In the first, exploratory phase of this investigation, it is appropriate to consider

Christians and Carey’s (1989) idea of “sensitized concepts” (inspired by Blumer’s

distinction between sensitizing and definitive concepts). Christians and Carey describe

this approach to qualitative research as “an orientation short of formal definition, yet

apropos enough to help us cultivate facts vigorously” (p. 370). This theory will be used

less as a concrete framework and more as a philosophical orientation, to serve as a

reminder that the hypothesized operationalization of food-media literacy may not match

what is learned from the focus groups and other phases in this project. Christians and

Carey emphasize that investigation involves a “perpetual dialectic” in which accepted

theories are constantly replaced by those which are more “illuminating and

parsimonious” (p. 371).
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CHAPTER 3

 RESEARCH QUESTIONS, RESEARCH DESIGN,

AND FOCUS GROUP METHOD

A study of the production and consumption of food media, and the influences

such media may have on behavior, requires a wide-ranging examination of literature from

multiple disciplines, synthesized in the previous section. The research design of this

project is guided primarily by theories of media literacy, and includes two phases. The

first is a focus group exploration of food media texts guided by key questions of media

literacy. Second is the development and validation of an experiment to measure the

influence of an image (and of several intervening variables) on a subject’s interpretation

of a text, and finally the administration of the experiment itself.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

To reiterate, media literacy is commonly defined as “the ability to access, analyze,

evaluate and create media in a variety of forms” (Aufderheide, 1993). Researchers have

examined the application of media literacy skills to multiple types of media messages:

tobacco advertising (Primack and Hobbs, 2009), infomercials (Hill and Lindsay, 2003),

and weight-loss advertising (Hobbs et al., 2006) are a few. To date, no one has examined

the use of ML principles in critical interpretation of food media other than snack food ads

(Scheibe, 2008) and food ads targeting children (Hindin, 2001). Therefore, the first

question and the one that is most important to the interpretation of all the project’s data

is:
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RQ1: What are the indicators of media literacy specifically related to food media?

Different conceptualizations of media literacy exist in the U.S., U.K., and Canada,

and Hobbs (2006) recommends a model based on tenets emphasized in all three. In this

model, the principles of media literacy are distilled into three domains: authors and

audiences (AA), messages and meanings (MM), and representation and reality (RR). The

last of these three is the most important to the present study, because it focuses

specifically on media representations of food and cooking and whether they are realistic.

For this study, food-media literacy is operationalized using the same three domains and

adapting questions used by Primack and Hobbs (2009) in measuring media literacy

applied to tobacco advertising. In order of relevance, the sub-questions of RQ1 are:

RQ1RR: Do the individuals demonstrate understanding that food media filter
reality and omit information?

RQ1MM: Do the individuals demonstrate understanding that food media transmit
particular values and points of view, that different people may interpret the media
differently, that media can affect attitudes and behaviors, and that multiple production
techniques are used to create food media?

RQ1AA: Do the individuals demonstrate understanding that food media are created
for profit and/or influence?

These three questions inform most of the items in the food-media literacy scale created

for this study. Because these are exploratory questions, there is no research hypothesis

associated with them.

Because food photography has recently become more highly stylized and slickly

produced, the impact of these qualities on a subject’s perception of a recipe is worth

examining. This is the “food porn” question: Is a slick photograph likely to make the
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viewer perceive the recipe as inaccessible “fantasy” food, meant to be gazed at but not

attempted? This question is meant to test the hypotheses of many who have written about

– and criticized – what they call food porn. Speculation and anecdotes abound on this

theory, but no empirical evidence exists for the relationship between the “porniness” of a

food photograph and the viewer’s perception of it.

This question also addresses a potential interaction: between a high production

value photo and the impact of a label on the subject’s interpretation of an image. If a slick

“food porn” photo carries the caption “Food has been professionally styled and photo has

been digitally enhanced,” the subject’s reading of the text may be different than if the

photo carries no caption. This visual literacy manipulation is informed by Mendelson and

Papacharissi’s (2007) findings that labels can influence a subject’s interpretation of

photos.

RQ2: Do the production values of photos used in instructional food media
influence individuals’ cooking self-efficacy, and is this effect moderated by the
presence of a photo caption that draws attention to styling and alteration?

If a woman reads a recipe that is accompanied by an amateur photo of a slightly

messy presentation of the dish, it makes sense that she may find it less intimidating and

more accessible. In contrast, if she sees the same recipe illustrated with a photo in a

glossy magazine such as Martha Stewart Living (known for perfection in its production

values), she may perceive it as more difficult. A visual-literacy caption or disclaimer that

brings her attention to the constructed and styled nature of the illustration may help make

a high-quality photo less intimidating. The research hypotheses for RQ2 are directional:

H2: There will be an indirect relationship between the quality of the photo and the
subject’s self-efficacy response, and the presence of a visual-literacy caption will
temper the effect of a high-quality photo on the subject’s self-efficacy response.
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Many media literacy researchers point to the importance of production activities

in building individuals’ critical autonomy in evaluating media messages (Buckingham,

2003 is one). By creating their own media, people may gain understanding of the

techniques by which media are produced, the decisions that are made in the production

process, and the fact that specific elements or points of view may be omitted. The fifth

question addresses subjects’ experience in creating or manipulating digital images. Many

likely own or have used a digital camera or cell phone to take photos, but not all have

used computer software to remove “red-eye” or alter other elements of an image. Their

experience with and knowledge of such processes and techniques may influence their

degree of media literacy, since they may have a greater understanding of the artifice

involved in creating a media image. Huang (2001) found that individuals with greater

computer literacy and experience with digital imaging were more aware of digital photo

alteration and tended to be more tolerant of such alterations in various media editorial

contexts. What is not clear is whether such awareness has any impact on the subject’s

media literacy. Including measures of this variable may enable further clarification of the

relationship.

RQ3: Do individuals’ reported experience with digital imaging technology
influence their degree of food-media literacy?

The conventional wisdom suggests that more media production experience and

knowledge lead to increased media literacy. It follows that the research hypothesis for

RQ3 is directional:

H3: There will be a direct relationship between experience with digital imaging
technology and food-media literacy.
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The next question addresses how a subject’s cognitive style may influence her

processing of the food media text. Her own tendency as a verbalizer or a visualizer

(Mendelson, 2004) may have an impact on the meaning she makes of a recipe that is text-

only or text illustrated with a particular photo. For example, if a woman’s cognitive style

tends toward visualization, she may pay more attention to the photo than the words and

be more likely to perceive the high-production-value condition as inaccessible “fantasy”

food. Then again, a visualizer may pay more critical attention to a photo, and be affected

less by its high production values.

RQ4: Do individuals’ cognitive styles influence their cooking self-efficacy in
response to the text?

It is not clear from the literature on cognitive style specifically how a woman’s tendency

to verbalize or visualize may influence her interpretation of an illustrated instructional

text. Therefore, no research hypothesis for RQ4 is stated.

The possession of knowledge and competencies in media literacy and visual

literacy is in itself a positive thing, but its impact on beliefs, attitudes, behavior and

decision-making is more important. For media education to make significant

contributions to public health and individual empowerment, it is crucial that it increase

individuals’ ability to access useful information in media messages. In the present study,

the accessibility of food media is conceptualized as the subject’s reported self-efficacy in

response to a particular recipe. If she is intimidated by the recipe, or thinks it is likely

beyond her abilities, she may respond to the text with self-ineffectuality. In the diagram

in figure 5, these responses (the dependent variable) are labeled as opposite ends of a



63

continuum: “cooking self-efficacy” and “cooking self-ineffectuality.” If the subject

responds to a text with self-efficacy, she is more likely to find it instructive and

accessible and to feel confident in her ability to follow it. If her response is self-

ineffectuality, she is more likely to act as a spectator – observing but not necessarily

learning or trying.

Her interpretation of the text may be influenced by her level of critical response to

it. Is she impressed by the photo? Is she skeptical of it? Does she recognize that it may

have been styled and/or digitally altered? The fifth research question addresses the

relationship between the subject’s media literacy and her perception of the recipe.

RQ5: Are individuals who score high on media literacy measures more likely to
respond to the text with cooking self-efficacy?

This is a complex question, as it addresses a chain of thoughts and beliefs. It is

one thing to have critical awareness of media messages. The next step is to respond

critically to a specific message, in this case an illustrated recipe. The step after that is to

change one’s beliefs (consciously or not) in light of that critical response. Although this

link between critical awareness – that food media are highly stylized and manipulated –

and belief change – “I bet I could make that” – is complex, it seems unlikely that it would

go in the opposite direction. People are probably intimidated more easily by media if they

do not understand how the media were put together. This is why the unassuming man

“performing” the Great and Powerful Oz beseeches Dorothy and her friends to “pay no

attention to that man behind the curtain.” The directionality of RQ5’s research hypothesis

is informed by this assumption that increased critical awareness leads to a lower

propensity to be intimidated.
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H5: There will be a direct relationship between food-media literacy and a self-
efficacious response to the texts.

The sixth question addresses how familiarity with food media may influence the

subject’s interpretation of the text. If a person reads cookbooks frequently, she might read

the text in a way that is different from someone who rarely consumes food media. Also,

the type of media may make a difference; someone who reads many food blogs might be

accustomed to photos with lower production value, or she may be a more interactive and

critical food media consumer.

RQ6: Does an individual’s use of food media and/or preference for a particular
type of media influence her cooking self-efficacy?

The watching-not-doing paradox described in chapter two muddies the water a bit

on this question. There is plenty of evidence that a high level of food media consumption

does not necessarily correspond with following more recipes or cooking more frequently.

On the other hand, people who cook frequently may use different types of food media

than those who are primarily spectators of food preparation. Cookbooks, food websites,

and food-specific podcasts and blogs require action on the part of the audience to seek

them out. Television food shows, magazines, and recipes on food packages seem to be

more passive media, which are likely to be encountered without as much effort. Those

who make more of an effort in their food media consumption may be more confident in

their food preparation abilities. The research hypothesis for RQ6 addresses only the

second half of the question, and is directional:

H6: There will be a direct relationship between use of cookbooks, food websites,
and food-specific podcasts and blogs and a self-efficacious response to the texts.
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Many theories of media literacy and visual literacy emphasize the importance of

personal experience as a source of information that may empower someone to critically

evaluate a media message. First-hand knowledge about or direct observation of a subject

can enable the detection of discrepancies between a media depiction and reality. This

mechanism is especially relevant to food media, because food is a collection of mundane

objects that should be familiar to anyone who eats. However, the decline in cooking skills

suggests that individuals increasingly lack direct experience with food preparation. Thus,

personal experience as a source of knowledge that empowers critical evaluation may not

be available to all people. Question seven addresses the possible impact of this lack of

information on a subject’s perception of a recipe.

RQ7: Do individuals’ levels of cooking experience influence their cooking self-
efficacy?

This variable is the most intuitively related to the self-efficacy outcome. If a

woman cooks regularly, or has in the past, she is more likely to respond with confidence

that she could follow a particular recipe. The research hypothesis for RQ7 is therefore

straightforward and directional:

H7: There will be a direct relationship between cooking experience and a self-
efficacious response to the texts.

Research Design

The research questions defined above, and the hypothesized relationships among

them and the dependent and independent variables, are represented graphically in Figure

5. To explore the research questions, a two-stage process was used: a pair of exploratory

focus groups, and an experiment. The focus groups were used to begin to conceptualize
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what food-media literacy looks like in people’s everyday encounters with food media.

The experiment was conducted to measure the impact of an image on a person’s

interpretation of a food media text, and how it may be influenced by intervening variables

(including food-media literacy). The following sections describe how the relationships

were observed and how the intervening variables were conceptualized.

Because the research centers on phenomena that had not yet been examined in

communications studies, it was appropriate and useful to begin the project with focus

groups. This method is well suited for the preliminary stage of a new investigation, for

focus groups are useful in “orienting oneself to a new field; generating hypotheses based

on informants’ insights…[and] developing interview schedules and questionnaires”

(Morgan 1988, p. 11). Focus groups tend to generate emic or unstructured data, because

they “allow individuals to respond in their own words, using their own categorizations

and perceived associations” (Stewart and Shamdasani 1990, p. 13). This unstructured

data can be used in formulating more precise instruments to gather etic data on the

phenomenon. The primary aim of the first phase is to address RQ1 and its sub-questions

regarding food-media literacy, to establish a baseline measure of how people react to

food media and what degree of critical thinking they engage in when responding to it.

The mixed-methods approach of this project utilizes best practices of both the

qualitative and quantitative traditions. A true experiment is the only way to identify a

causal chain between the independent variables and the dependent variable, and it is the

highest standard of research strategies (Singleton and Straits, 1999). Opening the project

with a set of focus groups discussing the phenomena of interest ensures that the

constructions observed by the researcher are also salient to the population studied.
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Figure 5. Diagram of research design, with lines illustrating relationships of interest

Combining a focus group, a pre-test of the instrument, and an experiment allows

triangulation, advocated by Seale (1999) as a way to “enhance the credibility of a

research account by providing an additional way of generating evidence in support of key

claims.”

An Overview of Focus Group Methodology

In the focus group, subjects were shown a series of three print advertisements for

food, one at a time. The ads were chosen based on several criteria, the first of which is
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the likely familiarity of the products to the subjects.4 The first is an ad for Pepperidge

Farm soft baked cookies, the second is for Heinz ketchup, and the third is for Hershey’s

Kisses. The first ad was selected because it contains imagery of home baking and a

highly styled photograph of food. The second ad depicts a bottle of ketchup seemingly

made up of a stack of sliced tomatoes. The image was likely created using photo

manipulation, and it was chosen to elicit subjects’ reactions to such a text. The third ad

was selected because it contains a recipe for a familiar cookie that some subjects may

have experience making. The experiment phase of this project involves measuring

women’s interpretations of particular recipes; the third ad provided an opportunity to

listen to women’s reactions to a similar instructional text.

The discussion was initiated by asking subjects to share their initial thoughts

about each ad, and then by asking three of the AMLA’s (2007) five core questions: Who

created this and what is its purpose?; what techniques are used to get my attention?; and

what is left out of the message? These questions address, respectively, the authors and

audiences (AA), messages and meanings (MM), and representation and reality (RR)

domains recommended by Hobbs (2006). The questions were meant to be conversation

starters for the focus groups, to encourage participants to examine the food media texts

and to use their own words to describe their interpretations. Three follow-up questions

were asked to elicit subjects’ responses: in the discussion of the Heinz ketchup ad, the

question was “How do you think this image was created?” and in the discussion of the

Hershey’s Kisses ad, “What do you think its creator wants you to do after seeing it?” and

“Would you attempt this recipe?”
                                                  
4 Two of the products depicted in the ads are made in the state in which the focus groups were
held. This may have allowed subjects to activate more personal knowledge about the
manufacturers and the products than would have been possible elsewhere.
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Focus Group: Sample

Two focus groups were conducted, one with seven participants (group one) and

the other with six (group two). Subjects were recruited from the administrative staff at a

public university in the northeast using an e-mail announcement and flyers posted on

campus, and they were compensated $15 for one hour’s participation. All subjects were

screened to exclude those following a vegan diet, and those with diabetes or pre-diabetes

because such factors may influence their interpretation of a food-related text. Participants

in group two were also screened to include those with experience using graphics

software. The purpose of grouping the subjects in this way was to ascertain whether

subjects’ media production experience influenced their capacity for critical interpretation

of the food texts. It is possible that including a question about graphics software

experience in the recruitment e-mail may have introduced a mild priming effect on group

two’s discussion. However, the questions that were asked during both sessions were the

same, and graphics software was not mentioned to any subject after the initial recruitment

correspondence. After the discussions, subjects were debriefed on the full purpose of the

project.

Focus Group: Data Analysis

Video recordings of the focus group sessions were professionally transcribed. To

aid analysis of the discussions, subjects’ utterances were color-coded according to several

categories. This method is recommended by Bertrand, Brown and Ward (1992) for

identifying primary themes in a discussion. Three of these themes are loosely based on

the AA, MM, and RR domains (Hobbs, 2006) and the others are as follows:
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• descriptive (describes element[s] in text);
• affective (states like/dislike of element[s]);
• evaluative (describes element[s] as good or bad, or effective or not);
• knowledgeable (mentions personal knowledge or background).

Trends were observed throughout the color-coded transcriptions, to identify which types

of utterances (themes) were mentioned most and where. Attention was paid to which

types of utterances followed the moderator’s questions. Disagreements and clarifying

questions were noted. Finally, passages that were most representative of the overall

discussion were marked for inclusion in the analysis.

An Overview of the Experimental Design

I tested hypotheses using a post-test only randomized experiment with a 2 x 3

quasi-factorial design (Table 1). Factor one was the illustration that accompanied the

food media text, and there were three levels: a high quality or “food porn” photo, an

amateur photo, and no photo. Factor two had two levels and only applied to the first

condition of factor one: half of the high quality photos carried a visual literacy

manipulation, a caption indicating that the food has been styled and the photo digitally

enhanced. After piloting the measures with an online survey and snowball sample, the

experiment was conducted with a sample of 94 women during the months of March,

April, June and July of 2011.

The experiment was meant to address research questions two through seven and

to explore the influence of a particular image on the interpretation of a food media text. It

was also meant to explore the influence of intervening variables, and relationships among

the variables themselves.
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Table 1. Factorial Design of Experiment

“Food porn” photo Amateur photo No photo

Caption
No caption

The design is not truly factorial because the caption-no caption variable only

applies to one level of the other independent variable (the shaded boxes in Table 1). But

this design enables statistical analysis to address the interaction between independent

variables.

This research design is especially powerful because it allows control over many

variables that might otherwise influence the outcome, and because it maximizes the

power given the sample size. Because the images and captions were the only variables

that were manipulated, any observed differences can be attributed to the experimental

manipulations. By having all subjects see all three levels of the photo illustration (or lack

thereof), each subject served as her own control. This  “within-subjects” design offers

greater power for a relatively small number of subjects (Reeves and Geiger, 1994).

Returning for a moment to the literature on the popularity of “food porn” media

and the decline in cooking, this experiment can begin to answer the big “why” of this

paradox. An experiment is the gold standard for testing causal hypotheses, because it can

put “theoretically grounded propositions to direct test” (Westley, 1989). Because data on

intervening variables was collected at the same time, the results of the experiment may

provide significant insight on the interaction of individual factors in a subject’s
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interpretive process. This study has the potential to deepen understanding not only of the

influence of an image on a subject’s interpretation of a food media text, but of external

factors on the meaning that she makes of it.

The experiment comprised six pages of the questionnaire given to subjects, with

the three recipes and accompanying photos and/or captions (see Appendix F for layouts).

Each subject saw the same three recipes. One had no photo, one was accompanied by an

amateur photo, and one by a professionally styled photo (details follow in chapter five).

The mix of photo illustrations and captioned photos were randomly assigned, and they

appeared in random order in the instrument to minimize order effects (i.e., entrée, side

dish, dessert). The order of the three texts was changed with every iteration so that there

were actually 36 different combinations (Table 2). Each survey was drawn from the top

of the stack to ensure random distribution to subjects.

Additional items in the questionnaire gathered data to quantify intervening

variables and address RQ3, RQ4, RQ5, RQ6, and RQ7. Further details on the

development and validation of the measurements, the sample, and the procedures follow

in chapter five.
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Table 2. Combinations of Food Media Stimuli in Instrument

G Recipe 1
Food porn photo
CAPTION

Recipe 2
Amateur photo

Recipe 3
No photo

H Recipe 1
Food porn photo
CAPTION

Recipe 2
No photo

Recipe 3
Amateur photo

I Recipe 1
Food porn photo
NO CAPTION

Recipe 2
Amateur photo

Recipe 3
No photo

J Recipe 1
Food porn photo
NO CAPTION

Recipe 2
No photo

Recipe 3
Amateur photo

K Recipe 1
No photo

Recipe 2
Food porn photo
CAPTION

Recipe 3
Amateur photo

L Recipe 1
Amateur photo

Recipe 2
Food porn photo
CAPTION

Recipe 3
No photo

M Recipe 1
No photo

Recipe 2
Food porn photo
NO CAPTION

Recipe 3
Amateur photo

N Recipe 1
Amateur photo

Recipe 2
Food porn photo
NO CAPTION

Recipe 3
No photo

O Recipe 1
Amateur photo

Recipe 2
No photo

Recipe 3
Food porn photo
CAPTION

P Recipe 1
No photo

Recipe 2
Amateur photo

Recipe 3
Food porn photo
CAPTION

Q Recipe 1
Amateur photo

Recipe 2
No photo

Recipe 3
Food porn photo
NO CAPTION

R Recipe 1
No photo

Recipe 2
Amateur photo

Recipe 3
Food porn photo
NO CAPTION

  To summarize up to this point, in chapter one a rationale was established for the

investigation of food-media literacy. In chapter two literature from multiple bodies of

scholarship was synthesized and the theoretical framework guiding the project was

established. In chapter three the methods, sample and procedures of the focus groups

(phase one) were described, as well as a brief overview of the experiment (phase two).

Chapter four will present the results of the focus group data and chapter five will offer a

complete presentation of the research methodology for the experiment. Chapter six will

present the results of the experiment. In conclusion, chapter seven will offer a discussion

of the project and its contributions.
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CHAPTER 4

FOCUS GROUP RESULTS

As described in the previous chapter, color coding of utterances in each transcript

aided analysis. Trends and major themes that emerged in the analysis are described in

each of the following sections.

Progression of Critical and Evaluative Responses

In each group, subjects first gave descriptive and affective responses to elements

in the first ad. The amount of responses that were evaluative, knowledgeable, and that

addressed the AA, RR, and MM sub-domains of media literacy increased as the

discussion progressed, likely because the moderator’s questions communicated to

subjects that critical responses were expected and sanctioned. Subjects in group one

expressed a great deal of awareness regarding the producer’s intent and the ads’ target

audience, which relate directly to the authors and audiences (AA) domain of media

literacy. This topic was initiated by F15, who demonstrated the highest degree of media

literacy in the group. In response to the prompt “Who created this and what it is its

purpose?” regarding the Pepperidge Farm ad, she said:

I’m just wondering what magazines it would have run in, if it was more like
maybe--well, not Gourmet or Bon Appétit, but something that was targeting
cooks to show, like there’s these different steps.  These are the good ingredients
we put in, just like you put good ingredients in your cookies.  Or something like
that.  Or maybe probably, I’m sure it’s probably a women’s magazine.

F7 elaborated on the target audience and the intent of the ad:

                                                  
5 Notation designating the identity of the speaker follows the pattern used by the transcriber (e.g. F1 is
female participant number one).
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I completely agree that it’s targeting probably people who come home from
school or work and want something that looks like mother made it, but it’s
already there.

In a later discussion of the Heinz ad, two subjects in group one articulated a core

principle of media literacy, the fact that people respond to media messages differently:

F7: I don’t want this to sound like a sexist remark, so I hope it doesn’t.  But who
eats more ketchup?  Men or women?  Probably men.  Who’s more visual?  Men
or women?  Probably men.  [laughter]  So I am thinking this is geared toward
men…I think that if it were in a magazine that a guy happened to be flipping
through, that might catch his eye.

F4: But I think going back to like stereotypes and stuff, who’s more health
conscious?  Women.  And the focus is tomato.

Activation of Background Knowledge

The second group included more subjects with experience using Photoshop and

other graphics software. These subjects addressed authors more than audiences, and they

used more technical terms to describe how they thought the ads were produced. Before

they were asked how they thought the Heinz ad image was created, several mentioned

that the product logo looked “superimposed,” the slices appeared “laser cut,” and one

said the image looked “architectural” and “like abstract art.”  When prompted to discuss

how it was created, several of them identified specific techniques they thought were used

to create the tomato-stack ketchup bottle.

F3: I think probably logistically, I see that they could probably have used real
slices, but yes, then taken the label separate and placed it over those slices
individually.

F4: I think you can even matte them on in Photoshop.
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One subject activated her personal knowledge and elaborated on her thought that the ad

was created by “some Photoshop wizard”:

F2: I’m a designer, so I tend to look at things that way. And so part of the way
that I look at ads or magazines is to dissect how they put their pages together or
how they put their photographs together. And for me, I think Photoshop is a
brilliant thing. But I think the sorcery and the fakery that it does, really bothers
me. I still think it’s brilliant sometimes, but I feel like there’s so much fiction in
photographs and on television and in magazines that I don’t – I feel like it’s really
hard to tell what’s real. And I know that’s not, but…

Subjects in both groups identified many of the techniques that were used in the

Pepperidge Farm ad to attract a viewer’s attention; their observations relate to the

messages and meanings (MM) domain of media literacy. Before the question “what

techniques are used to attract your attention?”  was asked, several subjects described

elements in the ad – crumbs, a cooling rack, a mess left on a table – that suggest the

cookies have a homemade quality. A subject in group two demonstrated critical thinking

in both the AA and MM domains by identifying the ad’s creator, the techniques used, and

the presumed intent of the message:

F2: I kind of thought it was interesting that they styled it to look a little messy and
not perfect and not Martha Stewart Living, everything in its place. I thought…that
sort of casualness was interesting to me.

Activation of Personal Experience

Subjects in both groups activated their personal knowledge frequently in their

assessment of the ads’ representational realism, or the RR domain of media literacy.

When asked for their initial thoughts about the Heinz ad, subjects in the first group

described the ad as “clever” and “deceptive” and a discussion followed regarding the
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ingredients in ketchup. Photo manipulation was mentioned only after the question “How

do you suppose this image was created?”  was asked. Subjects speculated as to whether

the slices were real or not, and discussed how real tomatoes and their juice would behave

if cut in such a way. One subject activated her own indirect knowledge of digital

manipulation:

F1: Maybe I’m too jaded because I know with my kid what you can do with all of
this.  That’s his major.  It’s just amazing what they can do on the computer.  You
have an image that’s that--like that and then you take it and you start moving it
back and forth.  I’ve seen him create stuff in less than an hour.  You just sit there
and go, holy smokes.  I had no idea.  So now I’m very jaded when I’m looking at
stuff.  So maybe this isn’t good.  [laughter]  Maybe it is really tomatoes.  It’d be
nice if it was really tomatoes.

As the discussion went on, several of the other subjects began to defer to F1 and asked

her more about Photoshop when talking about how an image was created. F1 apologized

several times for mentioning it.

F6: I guess we’re just a little skeptical because like number one said, they can do
so much with the computer.  I mean, they can make entire movies out of
computer-generated people.  So…

F1: I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have brought it up.

Many subjects in group one activated their personal knowledge and focused on

the lack of realism in the depiction of baking in the Pepperidge Farm ad. They

demonstrated their knowledge of the ingredients in such cookies, and how they are made.

F4: It’s interesting that the three ingredients that they show--cinnamon, raisins,
and sugar. There’s no, like, oatmeal.  [laughter]

F6: I think there’s some oats, but it’s not prominent.

F4: Oh, yeah, I meant down here.

F6: It’s not prominent.  No, you’re right.  It’s interesting that the oatmeal isn’t
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prominent.

F4: And it sort of bothers me that the sugar is last, even after they show you the
picture of the batter.

F6: Yeah, the steps aren’t in order.

F4: Yeah, that really bothers me.  [laughter]

They discussed the lack of realism in the ketchup ad as well. When asked for their initial

thoughts, several subjects identified elements missing from the ad.

F7: Ketchup is pretty much all sugar, and they make it seem like it’s just
homegrown tomatoes and that’s it.

An exchange about the Heinz ad between two subjects in the first group illustrates the

importance of background knowledge in being able to form a critical response. They

were responding to another subject’s observation that the ad implies ketchup contains

only tomatoes.

F4: I pretend like in real life that there’s only tomatoes in there.  [laughter]  Had
you not said anything about sugar, I would have assumed that it was like
tomatoes, and vinegar?  I don’t know.  I don’t even know what’s in ketchup.

F7: There’s a lot of sugar.

Subjects in group one activated the most personal knowledge in their discussion of the

third ad, for Hershey’s Kisses. The ad contains a recipe for Peanut Butter Blossoms,

cookies that have Kisses pushed into the center. Several subjects said they had made a

version of these cookies before. F1 expressed reluctance to follow the recipe:

F1: Well, they’re just so much work.  To me, making cookies--I do cookies once a
year.  And these particular ones, I mean you have to roll them up, put them in the
sugar, and then moosh them down, and then unwrap the Hershey’s kisses, and put
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them in the--it’s like, I’m all about bar cookies, okay?  You slice them up and
then… [laughter]

Reality Check Regarding Critical Awareness

One of the most interesting responses came from a subject who identified the

artificiality of the focus group setting, and asserted that the level of critical analysis she

and the other subjects were applying to the Heinz ad was not representative of her

everyday interaction with media.

F3: Like if this is an ad, we don’t tear them apart like that.  You glance through a
magazine, you see it quickly, oh cool, flip the page.  That was the end of that.  But
it sticks with you.  Those look like sliced--that’s very cool advertising.  I’ll
remember that because of the uniqueness of it.  It works.

Later in the discussion another subject echoed this observation, saying she was only

noticing small details because the group was “over-analyzing” the advertisement.

Discussion

In these exercises with adult women, the three core questions of media literacy

proved effective in guiding the discussion and encouraging subjects to respond critically

to the texts. Most subjects expressed observations that went beyond descriptive or

affective domains, more so as the discussion progressed. The increase in evaluative and

media literate utterances suggests that the process of guided inquiry itself may have

served as a media literacy intervention. Also noteworthy in the analysis of the transcripts

was the unexpected role of second-hand production experience, and the importance of

personal knowledge in the interpretation of food texts.
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Sargant (2004) questions whether personal experience with media production is

necessary to develop media literacy, and Hobbs (1998) identifies the question as one of

the ongoing debates in media literacy education. The critical responses given by F1 in the

first group suggest that such experience need not be direct in order to increase an

individual’s capacity for critical thinking. She spoke about her son’s work with

Photoshop, and attributed her skepticism regarding the images to what she learned by

watching him. The data gathered in the focus group cannot reveal the extent of her

observation, but the fact that she applied such personal knowledge to her analysis of the

texts suggests that she actively processed what she saw him do. It is also noteworthy that

her mention of Photoshop and image manipulation continued to influence the discussion,

as several other subjects deferred to her and asked about Photoshop when examining the

other texts. The subject’s activation of second-hand knowledge suggests that indirect

production experience may be useful in adult media education.

The influence of highly media literate subjects on their peers also suggests that

knowledge of media production need not be direct to be effective. Comments made about

Photoshop by subject F1 in the first group occasionally galvanized the discussion around

the possibilities of photo manipulation. Several of the other women looked to F1 for her

evaluation of ads, and her presence seemed to encourage the others to express skepticism.

In this case, the other subjects’ experience with Photoshop was twice-removed – via F1

and her observations of her son’s work – and yet it still influenced the interpretations

some of them made of the texts. This finding suggests that hands-on production

experience may not be as necessary in media education for adults as it is for children and

adolescents.
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Many of the subjects’ critical responses to the texts were informed by personal

knowledge – about the ingredients of a product, about how items really look in the

package, or about how a recipe turned out when they followed it at home. While personal

knowledge is an important resource to draw on when evaluating a media text, it is just as

important to be able to transcend it and respond critically to a representation of an

unfamiliar object. The transferability of critical thinking skills to a different text or media

genre is an important component of media literacy emphasized by Hobbs and Frost

(2003) and The Center for Media Studies, Rutgers (2000).

Building on this study, further steps could be taken to examine adult women’s

critical responses to a food media text that depicts an unfamiliar subject. Many of the

participants’ comments on the representational realism of the three ads were informed by

their own personal experience with the advertised products. This suggests that personal

knowledge is an important factor in food-media literacy, but more work must be done to

determine whether these critical thinking skills can be activated elsewhere. Such

transferability may become even more important as fewer adults participate in food

preparation, for they may have a smaller knowledge base from which to draw.

Several subjects’ acknowledgment of the unnatural level of scrutiny they were

applying to food texts points to one of the challenges in media education specifically

regarding food media. It is possible that most people take food media for granted; it may

not occur to them to view them critically, as they might with more provocative media

content such as violent video games. Food media texts appear relatively banal, yet the

messages they communicate may have a meaningful impact on individual behavior and

dietary choices.
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This first phase was guided by RQ1: What are the indicators of media literacy

specifically related to food media? Analysis of the focus group discussions reveals that

activation of personal knowledge is a major component; nearly all the subjects compared

what they saw in the text to what they know about the product/object in real life. Also,

many of them quickly identified the intent of the message’s creator, and the techniques

that were used to communicate a particular message. Experience with media production

informed many subjects’ critical responses. Such experience did not have to be first-hand

in order for subjects to activate it in their analysis, a fact that contradicts some

conventional wisdom in media education. Lastly, a few of the most media literate

subjects demonstrated awareness of the fact that media messages are targeted to specific

audiences.

Results from the focus group phase inform the construction of several measures in

the instrument developed in phase two. Specifically, responses of focus group

participants led to the inclusion of items designed to measure subjects’ cooking

experience, experience using digital imaging technology, and their use of food media.

Methodological Limitations

An exploratory study using two focus groups has many limitations. These results

should not be construed as generalizable to all adult women. Nevertheless, the insights on

personal knowledge and second-hand production experience as components of food-

media literacy inform the construction of measures used in the experiment.
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CHAPTER 5

EXPERIMENT

The impact of an image on a text was explored in the literature review, and the

importance of background knowledge in cooking and digital imaging technology was

evident in the analysis of the focus groups. The second phase of this study is informed by

the theories of representation and semiotics, the role of an illustration, and visual literacy.

The focus of this phase is the development, validation, and administration of an

experiment and scales to measure: 1) the influence of an image on the interpretation of a

food media text, and 2) several intervening variables that may influence that interaction.

This experiment was conducted with a purposive sample of ninety-four women

who were recruited from three different populations. The instruments were constructed

and ordered to ensure random distribution to the subjects.

Stimulus Development

The primary component of the experiment was the set of three recipes and

accompanying illustrations for two of them. The selection and validation of these three

texts was a minefield of potentially unexplained variance, for food preferences and

choices are so fraught with cultural and social significance. Development of the food text

stimuli was by far the most challenging part of this project.

Because the study was an experiment, it was important to try to control as many

variables as possible that may influence subjects’ responses to the texts. The primary aim

of the experiment was to determine whether the presence of a high-quality image affects
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a subject’s interpretation of a recipe. If a subject dislikes the food in the recipe she may

respond negatively for that reason, regardless of the photo’s quality. In order to control as

much as possible for the “blech” factor, dishes were selected for maximum appeal and

minimal offensive ingredients.

A decision was made to include recipes for an entrée, a side dish, and a dessert.

This is partly to ensure that a variety of foods are depicted, but also to avoid making the

three texts seem like options from which the subject is expected to pick a favorite. It was

not the intention to present a “menu,” so the order of the three recipes in each instrument

was randomly mixed.

In order to select an entrée with maximum appeal, several catering companies in

the region from which the sample was drawn were contacted and asked what entrees are

most popular. Most identified chicken and pasta as widely appealing, and at least two

mentioned sun-dried tomatoes as a sauce ingredient. The first recipe that was chosen for

the stimuli was chicken and mushrooms in a white wine sauce, with a fairly simple

preparation of green beans as the second recipe. This decision was made because green

beans are a kind of “default” vegetable side dish in restaurants and catered events in the

U.S. Also, green bean casserole is a ubiquitous side dish at American holiday gatherings.

A recipe was chosen that was accompanied by a stylish photo, and which involved

enough preparation and interesting ingredients to seem worthwhile.

Cake was chosen as the dessert recipe because it is a relatively easy preparation

that appeals to groups; witness the popularity of birthday cakes instead of birthday pies or

tarts. A yellow layer cake with chocolate frosting was selected based on data on the top-
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selling varieties of cake mix and prepared frosting in the northeastern U.S. (Nielsen

Company 2011).

In the first version of the survey that was pre-tested, the professional photos were

taken from food websites and magazines. High-resolution versions of these photos

proved impossible to obtain, so professional stock photography was used in the second

round. The amateur photographs were made by the researcher to ensure consistency in

their lower production values; each dish was prepared according to the recipe and set on a

plain white plate or glass serving platter. A photo was taken using a digital camera’s

automatic point-and-shoot settings, the dish sitting on a wooden table with natural light

from a nearby window.

Two rounds of pre-testing were conducted to maximize the internal validity of the

instrument; the quality of the results and the ease of analysis are directly related to the

amount of time spent planning a study and pre-testing the instrument (Singleton and

Straits, 1999). Both rounds were conducted using Surveymonkey.com and e-mail to

recruit participants. Five populations were targeted for recruitment: female subscribers of

the listservs of the Association for the Study of Food and Society, the Communication,

Research and Theory Network, and Media-L; members of the Women and Photography

group on LinkedIn.com; and the researcher’s own female friends, acquaintances, and

colleagues. Respondents were asked for feedback on the questionnaire’s clarity and

organization, and to describe what they think particular groups of items are actually

measuring.

Three versions of the online questionnaire were created in order to perform a

manipulation check on the image quality condition. Each recipe was shown in a different
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way: accompanied by a professional photo, an amateur photo, or no photo. The

manipulation was checked using a question that appeared after the third recipe: “Which

of the recipes featured a high quality photograph?”  The rest of the questionnaire was

identical in all three. This same manipulation check appeared in the final instrument.

The first round of pre-testing prompted numerous changes in the instrument. First,

the entrée recipe selected, “Chicken with Mushrooms in Garlic White Wine Sauce,”

produced a dish that was too monochromatic and aesthetically unappealing even in the

professional photo. The manipulation check indicated that the “food porn” chicken photo

was not attractive enough to distinguish it from an amateur photo. In addition, more than

10 respondents expressed intense negative reactions to mushrooms. Because several

caterers I consulted identified sun-dried tomatoes as having wide appeal, the chicken and

mushroom recipe was replaced with one for chicken breasts stuffed with sun-dried

tomatoes, fresh basil and mozzarella cheese. This dish is more colorful, photos of it are

more visually appealing, and its ingredients are mainstream enough to have broad appeal.

The other two recipes prompted minor comments from respondents in the pre-test.

Several said the green bean recipe contains too much oil, and a few commented that they

were unfamiliar with one of the ingredients (asian sesame oil). This recipe was replaced

with another green bean preparation that uses parsley and garlic, both of which are more

mainstream, familiar ingredients.

Other comments from respondents prompted changes in question wording and

measurement intervals in the scales. In the cooking experience scale, many respondents

suggested that the option “I do this once or twice a year” should appear between “I’ve

done this once or twice” and “I do this regularly.” In the scale on digital imaging
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experience, many suggested that the option “I’ve done this once or twice” should be split

into two: “I used to do this in the past” and “I’ve done this a few times.” All of these

changes were made to the survey instrument.

The first round of manipulation check results suggests that the contrast between

the high- and low-quality photographs was inconsistent (Table 3).

Table 3. Manipulation Check Results from First Version of Stimulus

Version X
Professional photo of green beans
No photo of chicken
Amateur photo of cake

Successful: 91.4% picked green beans
as highest quality photo

Version Y
No photo of cake
Amateur photo of green beans
Professional photo of chicken

Unsuccessful: Slightly more rated
green beans photo higher quality than
chicken

Version Z
Amateur photo of chicken
Professional photo of cake
No photo of green beans

Successful: 88.2% picked cake as
highest quality

The second round of pre-testing showed that the recipes chosen were more

universally appealing. Many of the respondents wrote that the stuffed chicken breast

recipe sounds delicious, and only one or two expressed dislike of sun-dried tomatoes as

an ingredient. Several stated that they do not eat chicken, which reinforces the decision to

screen subjects to exclude vegetarians and vegans.

Responses to the cake recipe indicate that it is appealing and not so difficult as to

turn people off. Most subjects described it as “basic,” “standard,” or “straightforward.”

Only a few commented that it contains too much sugar, or stated a dislike of chocolate.

Surprisingly few stated that they’d use a cake mix instead; this is likely due to the

simplicity of the recipe.
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Responses to the green beans recipe varied a bit more, mostly due to differing

opinions of garlic as an ingredient. A few subjects stated that they dislike garlic, but only

one expressed dislike of green beans. Most subjects wrote that the recipe sounds easy,

fast, healthy, and simple. Overall, these three recipes elicited far fewer explicit “Blech!”

reactions than the first recipes selected. Because food preferences are highly subjective, it

is nearly impossible to select a set of recipes that will appeal equally to everyone.

However, the increase in positive and neutral comments in the second round suggests that

these recipes are pleasing or at least inoffensive, which should reduce the amount of

variance unaccounted for in the model.

In the second round of pre-testing, there were a handful of comments on the

measurement scales but none that seemed compelling enough to make additional

changes. Several people in both rounds expressed the desire for a “neutral” or “not

applicable” response option for items in the scales measuring food-media literacy and

cognitive style. But because these items are measuring subjective states or opinions, it is

appropriate to omit neutral responses from the options (Singleton and Straits 1999, p.

287).

With the professional stock photography in place, the manipulation check proved

successful the contrast between the high- and low-quality images (Table 4).

For the experiment, all of the recipe pages, including those with no image, were

printed in color on semi-glossy paper to approximate the appearance of a page in a food

magazine. The questionnaires were stacked to alternate the 12 versions (chapter 3, Table

2), and they were distributed to subjects in the stacked order to randomize subjects’
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assignment to each order of stimuli (keeping in mind that all subjects saw all three

conditions in this within-subjects design).

Table 4. Manipulation Check Results from Second Version of Stimulus
Version X
Professional photo of green beans
No photo of chicken 
Amateur photo of cake

Successful: 80% picked beans as
highest quality photo

Version Y
No photo of cake
Amateur photo of green beans
Professional photo of chicken

Successful: 70% picked chicken as
highest quality photo

Version Z
Amateur photo of chicken
Professional photo of cake
No photo of green beans

Successful: 75% picked cake as
highest quality photo

Measures

Engagement with text and self-efficacy. On the page following each recipe, a

thought-list box (Shapiro, 1994) appeared, with instructions asking the subject to write

any thoughts they have about the recipe, one per line. This was meant to measure the

subject’s engagement with the text. The four questions measuring the subject’s cooking

self-efficacy and the overall appeal of the recipe appeared at the bottom of this page. The

thought-list box and four questions are informed by Weidenmann’s (1989) model on

learner-text-picture-task interactions. The questions are: How difficult does this recipe

seem to you?; if you wanted to make a dish like this, how likely is it that you would use

this recipe?; if you were to make this, how confident are you that it would turn out the

way you want it to?; regardless of your responses above, how appealing is this recipe to

you? Following each question was a series of checkboxes corresponding with four levels
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of each response. For example, possible responses to the confidence question were: Not

at all confident; A little bit confident; Fairly confident; Absolutely confident.

Many of the items measuring intervening variables in the experiment are based on

other researchers’ constructs of media literacy and cognitive style, and some are

straightforward measurements of frequency of activities or level of knowledge about

cooking techniques. Drawing on DeVellis’s (1991) recommendations for scale

development, an existing media literacy scale (Primack and Hobbs, 2009) was adapted

and added to in order to create a collection of items whose inter-correlations will reveal

the nature and causal strength of the latent variable they share. The intervening variables

measured in the experiment are the subject’s food-media literacy, her level of cooking

experience, her familiarity with digital imaging technology, the frequency of her food-

media use, and her cognitive style.

Food–media literacy. Most of the 24 items measuring food-media literacy (see

Appendix A) are variations on those created and validated by Primack and Hobbs (2009)

to measure media literacy related to tobacco advertising. Additional questions address

subjects’ beliefs regarding the realism of particular forms of food media, and their

expectations of it related to genre (whether they consider it fiction or non-fiction). All the

items are statements with Likert-type responses to indicate degrees of agreement or

disagreement. No middle option was given, to avoid letting subjects give a neutral

response. Two examples of statements are: “when you see a food ad, it is very important

to think about what was left out of the ad” and “food in magazines and TV shows looks

good because the people who make it are very skilled cooks.”
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Cooking experience. Results of the focus groups in phase one suggest that a

woman’s personal experience preparing food and following a recipe may affect her

responses to food media. Several focus group participants gave critical responses to food

media texts that described a preparation or technique familiar to them. It is therefore

important to gauge the level of such experience a subject brings to the interpretative

moment in the experiment.

 A set of twelve items (see Appendix B) measures the subject’s cooking

experience using Likert-type responses indicating frequency of specific food preparation

techniques. This scale was created for this study, for none exists in the cooking skills

literature. Cooking experience was operationalized for this study as subjects’ self-

reported frequency of using particular food preparation techniques.

This scale departs from validated food knowledge questionnaires that exist (Byrd-

Bredbenner, 2004) because subjects’ actual cooking experience is more important to the

present study. It is possible to gain knowledge about food preparation by watching or

reading food media, but that knowledge remains abstract until the individual applies it in

real life. It is one thing to know how the layers of a cake are put together by watching an

experienced pastry chef do it, but it is entirely another to have assembled a cake oneself.

Therefore subjects’ frequency doing actual food preparation tasks may be a more

accurate representation of their hands-on food knowledge. Two example items from the

cooking experience scale are “bake a cake from basic ingredients (not a mix)” and “roast

a whole chicken, turkey, or other large cut of meat.” Response options were: I’ve never
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done this; I do this once or twice a year; I used to do this, or I do it occasionally; I do this

fairly regularly; I do this all the time.

Experience with digital imaging technology. This measure is also informed by

results from the focus groups. Several subjects identified themselves as graphic

designers, or otherwise indicated their familiarity with photo-editing software. Their

comments on the food media texts indicated varying degrees of awareness of image

manipulation and production, all due to their experience – either direct or indirect – with

such software. Just as cooking experience may provide a critical perspective on the

content of a food media message, digital imaging experience may enable a critical

response to its appearance. The measure described below is intended to gauge a subject’s

familiarity with a range of image-production technology.

A set of six questions (Appendix C) measures the respondent’s familiarity with

specific digital imaging technology: Red-eye correction; Photoshop or similar software;

“glamour” photography; digital photo printing and alterations; manual-focus cameras;

and food photography. Each item had Likert-type responses as follows: I’ve never heard

of this; I’ve heard of this, but never done it; I’ve done this once or twice; I do this

regularly.

Use of food media. The focus groups’ results inform this measure as well, though

it is not clear from the focus group conversations exactly how a woman’s food media use

may influence her interpretation of such media. Several of the focus group participants

demonstrated familiarity with specific food magazines, but there was no apparent
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connection between that familiarity and a critical or uncritical response to the food media

texts they were shown. It follows that the measure described below is exploratory,

designed to gauge a factor that may or may not have any relationship to the subject’s

interpretation of the food media texts in the experiment or to her overall food-media

literacy.

A set of six items (Appendix D) measures the subject’s frequency of use of

different types of food media: Food shows on television; magazines about food or which

contain a food section; cookbooks; recipes on food packages; food websites; and food

podcasts or blogs. Each item had Likert-type responses to measure frequency of use.

Response options were: Less than once a month or never; a few times a month; more than

once a week; every day. In the process of administering the experiment, it was discovered

that the list of items is incomplete; several subjects suggested adding “smartphone apps”

to the list of food media.

Cognitive style. A set of twenty items (Appendix E) is the cognitive style scale

used by Mendelson (2004) and adapted from Kirby et al. (1988). Each item had Likert-

type responses to measure the subject’s relative agreement or disagreement with phrases

indicating visual or verbal cognitive style. An example of a visual item is “I find

illustrations of diagrams help me when I am reading,” and an example of a verbal item is

“I can easily think of synonyms for words.” No middle option was given, to avoid letting

subjects indicate a neutral response.
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Sample

A purposive sample of ninety-four women participated in the study. They were all

over the age of 18 and likely come from middle-class or lower-middle class backgrounds.

Most were Caucasian, approximately one third were African-American, and a few were

Asian-American. Asian-Americans and Latinos were not actively recruited because their

food cultures tend to differ more from “mainstream” American food culture. This

decision was made to minimize culturally specific reactions to the three recipes, which

are arguably mainstream American foods6. Men were excluded from the study because

women still spend the most time doing household food preparation regardless of

household income (Mancino and Newman, 2007).

Subjects were recruited from three populations: 1) administrative staff at a

suburban state university in the northeast, 2) administrative staff at an urban university in

a major city in the northeast, and 3) shoppers at an urban mall in the same city. Shoppers

at the urban mall were included to provide more ethnic and socio-economic diversity in

my sample, as most of the subjects recruited at the two universities were Caucasian and

middle class. 

Recruitment was done via flyers, posters, and e-mail communication for the first

two populations, and by approaching potential subjects with a clipboard for the third.

Because recruitment and administration of the instrument were done in public spaces,

complete control over the environment was not possible. Gathering data in one space for

all three populations would be ideal but impractical. At the two universities, an empty

office or small conference room was used for administration of the survey. At the urban
                                                  
6 Classification of foodstuffs and specific preparations as mainstream American is admittedly problematic,
as no standard exists regarding where to draw the distinction. This decision was made by the researcher,
and may be influenced by her own Scandinavian-German-American culture.
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mall, an empty retail space was used. There was slightly more background noise in the

mall space, but otherwise the three spaces were similarly quiet and free of distractions.

Another difference that was unique to the mall setting was the use of $15 gift cards in

lieu of cash payments to subjects. This was a necessary concession to the mall’s

management office, who agreed to let the empty space be used in exchange for offering

their gift cards to participants; these were redeemable at the mall or other retail outlets

that accept American Express. The lack of consistency in the three survey environments

was a trade-off to gain diversity among subjects.

In the mall in Philadelphia, a female African-American research assistant was

hired to recruit African-American subjects to minimize possible response effects. She

was trained to maintain consistency in the survey administration procedures, and she was

compensated $18 per hour.

Regarding the diversity of the sample, a caveat is necessary: no demographic data

were collected from subjects, so the ethnicity, education level, and household income are

the researcher’s perceptions based on subjects’ appearance and employment. This

decision was made because the project is meant to be an exploratory pilot study that is

not generalizable to a larger population. When demographic data are collected, a

temptation may exist to make claims according to the proportion of certain groups of

people that are included in the sample. Because the sample was purposive, the

observations and results in this project are meant to be first steps and not generalizable

conclusions.
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Procedure

The experiment was conducted using a pen-and-paper instrument instead of a

web-based interface to avoid selection bias in the sample. Because not all the women in

the study population may have easy access to the Internet at home, it was necessary to

use a method that does not discriminate based on this factor. Most subjects were recruited

via e-mail, but this was done using their workplace e-mail addresses. Administering the

surveys in person was also necessary to enable payment of compensation to subjects.

A woman who agreed to fill out the questionnaire was led into a quiet room where

no others were present and she was asked to complete and sign paperwork required by

the IRB. She was told in recruitment messages and upon arrival that the topic of the study

was women and media. She was advised that most people took 15-20 minutes to

complete the survey, that there were no right or wrong answers, and that the researcher

was interested in her thoughts, opinions, and reactions.

To avoid priming the subject to think about other content in the questionnaire, the

recipes appeared first. Second was a manipulation check to ascertain whether the

absence/presence of a photo or the difference in photo quality was noticed by the subject.

Next were the items measuring digital imaging experience, because most seem to have

little to do with food and were used to throw the subject “off the scent.”  Following this

were the items measuring cooking experience, cognitive style, and then the food-media

literacy items. The items measuring food media use were last, to avoid encouraging the

subject to reflect on her use of food media before she answers the other items (which may

introduce a priming effect). To summarize, the sequence was:

Experiment: Three recipes, each followed by thought-list boxes and questions
Manipulation check
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Items measuring digital imaging experience
Items measuring cooking experience
Items measuring cognitive style
Food-media literacy scale items
Items measuring food media use

After the subject completed the questionnaire, she was debriefed and told that the purpose

of the study was to examine the influence of a photo on a woman’s interpretation of

recipes. The researcher (or her assistant, in one venue) offered to answer any questions

the subject may have about the study or her experience. The subject was asked not to talk

about her experience or the study with anyone else, lest she influence a future subject’s

responses. The subject was thanked and paid $15 for her time.

Questionnaire data were entered by the researcher and one other person and spot-

checked for consistency. All measures in the questionnaire were entered at interval level

to enable statistical analysis. In case of missing data points, cases were excluded from

analyses on a pairwise basis to maximize the use of the existing data.

The protocol for all phases of this study was approved by Temple University’s

Institutional Review Board.
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CHAPTER 6

EXPERIMENT RESULTS

As this study was an exploratory examination of media reception and the

variables that may influence the audience’s interpretation, much of the analysis of the

data followed an exploratory path as well. The first part of this chapter describes results

of analyses guided by the research questions. The setup was within-subject, as each

person was exposed to all levels of the photo condition in one of three different

combinations. A total of 94 subjects were involved, and the n per cell (combination) was

31 or 32 subjects. The mean and standard deviation for each of the 80 items in the

questionnaire are listed in Appendices I through L.

Factor analysis was used to explore the components of food-media literacy. Chi-

square and analysis of variance (ANOVA) were used to test the relationship of the photo

condition and caption (independent variables) and a self-efficacy response (dependent

variable). Pearson’s correlation was used to explore the relationship between digital

imaging experience and overall food-media literacy, and analysis of covariance

(ANCOVA) was used to explore influences of intervening variables on the dependent

variable.

The second part of the chapter describes results of analysis guided by the

researcher’s own curiosity, sparked by the literature and the study itself. Descriptive

statistics, correlations and t-tests were used to explore patterns and relationships among

variables.
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Manipulation Check

The manipulation check indicates that 76% of subjects correctly identified the

highest-quality photograph among the three recipes. Four percent marked two recipes as

having the highest quality photo, which suggests that they did not see a difference in

production values between the amateur photo and the professional one. Twenty percent

identified the amateur photo as highest quality, or they identified a recipe that did not

appear with a photo. Exercising more control over the experimental conditions – perhaps

by commissioning food photography with specific guidelines - may have highlighted the

differences between the low-quality and high-quality photos.

Research Question Results

Food–media literacy. RQ1 is “What are the indicators of media literacy

specifically related to food media?” and, broken down according to Hobbs’ (2006) sub-

domains:

RQ1RR: Do  individuals demonstrate understanding that food media filter reality and omit
information?

RQ1MM: Do individuals demonstrate understanding that food media transmit particular
values and points of view, that different people may interpret the media differently, that
media can affect attitudes and behaviors, and that multiple production techniques are
used to create food media?

RQ1AA: Do individuals demonstrate understanding that food media are created for profit
and/or influence?

Factor analysis was conducted on the food-media literacy items (Appendix A) to

determine what the scale should include. When three components were forced and

varimax rotation was used, items loaded in a way that differs slightly from the findings of
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Primack and Hobbs (2009). Factor analysis7 demonstrated that the 22 factors adapted

from their smoking media literacy scale are associated with three latent variables or

components (Table 5). The five items in the Authors and Audiences (AA) sub-domain

loaded on the first component, as did one item in the Messages & Meanings (MM) sub-

domain and four in the Representation and Reality (RR) sub-domain. The factor loadings

on the second component were highest for six MM items. Items loading highest on the

third component were the four that were created specifically for this project and which

address beliefs about food media. Internal consistency was highest for the items in

components 1 and 2 (Cronbach's α= .77 and .80, respectively) and lowest for the third

(Cronbach's α= .58).

Two variables loaded on more than one component, which suggests that they are

not optimal indicators of the component on which they loaded highest. However, a

decision was made to leave them in the analysis, for excluding them lowered the internal

consistency of each group of items. The full results of the analysis are included for the

sake of transparency, so the reader may apply her or his own judgment to the items.

The latent variable represented by component 1 contains items addressing

authors, audiences, messages, and realism. Common themes among the ten items are

intentions of food media producers and information left out of food media messages. For

the purposes of this study, this facet of the scale is identified as Intents and Omissions.

The interpretation of component 2 is clear; most of the items address the meanings people

make of media messages, so this facet is called Meanings.

                                                  
7 Factor analysis was chosen to validate the food media literacy scale partly because the method was used in previous
research to validate similar scales. The author is aware that a sample of 94 is considered barely large enough to make
such an analysis valid. As it is an exploratory pilot study, this limited validity seems sufficient.
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Table 5. Results of Factor Analysis on Food-Media Literacy Scale Items
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Figure 6. Normal distribution of
overall food-media literacy scores

Component 3 encompasses all the items that are original to this study, i.e., those

that are not adaptations of the scale used by Primack and Hobbs (2009). They all address

the RR sub-domain of media literacy, so this facet is called Realism and Representation.

The two items addressing food TV shows as fiction or non-fiction were analyzed

separately because they were not based on media literacy theory like the rest of the items.

Analysis of these items is discussed in a later section.

Two items were removed

from the food-media literacy scale

because factor analysis demonstrated

that their loadings were below .4.

The resulting scale of 20 items has an

acceptable internal consistency

(Cronbach's α= .71). A histogram of

the food-media literacy “scores”

shows a fairly normal distribution

within the sample (Figure 6).

Self–efficacy. RQ2 addressed the dependent variable, a self-efficacious or self-

ineffectual response to the series of food media texts. The research question is “Do the

production values of photos used in instructional food media influence an individual’s

cooking self-efficacy, and is this effect moderated by the presence of a photo caption that

draws attention to styling and alteration?” The score for cooking self-efficacy or self-

ineffectuality was calculated as the sum of two of the four items that appear after the
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recipes: “How difficult does this recipe seem to you?” and “If you decided to make this

dish, how confident are you that it would turn out the way you want it to?” A decision

was made to exclude the question about the subject’s likeliness to use that particular

recipe. The recipe was not available to take with her and that fact may have affected

responses to the question. In addition, the item seems to measure interest rather than self-

efficacy. The fourth question measured general appeal of the recipe, and was not included

in the self-efficacy variable.

The levels of the dependent variable are self-efficacy in response to the three

experimental conditions – a recipe with a professional photo, a recipe with an amateur

photo, and a recipe with no photo. All three variables were found to be non-parametric,

so Friedman’s test was used to determine if differences exist between them.

Unfortunately the resulting chi-square demonstrated no statistically significant

differences among the groups, x2(2) = .21, p = .9. The results of this test suggest that any

variation in the levels of the dependent variable is most likely to have occurred by

chance. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was run on the dependent variable and the

experimental conditions. None of the F-ratios were above .505, and none were

significant. No relationship was found between the quality of the photo and the subject’s

self-efficacious response to the text. The second variable to be tested was the visual

literacy caption on half of the high-quality photographs; this was factor 2 in the quasi-

factorial 2x3 setup of the experiment. Unfortunately the lack of significant differences

among the three conditions precluded the testing of this variable. Therefore, the null

hypothesis for RQ2 must be accepted.
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Digital imaging experience and food–media literacy. RQ3 addresses an

interaction between two intervening variables: “Does an individual’s reported skills in

digital imaging influence her degree of food-media literacy?” Pearson’s correlation was

run with the measures of experience with digital imaging technology and overall food-

media literacy score. No relationship was found between the two (r(94) = .19, p = .06).

The research hypothesis for this question was directional; a direct relationship between

experience with digital imaging technology and food-media literacy was anticipated. But

no relationship – direct or indirect – was found, so the null hypothesis for RQ3 must be

accepted.

To further explore the facets of the food-media literacy scale, the latent variables

in the scale were examined in relation to the digital imaging variable. Correlations for the

Intents & Omissions and Meanings components were not significant, but a moderate and

statistically significant direct relationship was found between the Realism &

Representation component and experience with digital imaging technology (r(94) = .44, p

< .01). This finding suggests that women who have more experience altering

photographs, taking pictures of food, and using software like Photoshop are less likely to

view media representations of food and cooking as realistic. While a broader relationship

between digital imaging experience and food-media literacy was not established, this

smaller component of that interaction suggests a connection exists on some level.

Influences on self–efficacy. Research questions four through seven address the

influence on self-efficacy of four intervening variables: cognitive style, food-media

literacy, food-media use, and cooking experience.
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Because no statistically significant differences were found in self-efficacy at the

three levels of the independent variable, a decision was made to use an aggregate of the

self-efficacy variable to address RQs four through seven. This aggregate, overall self-

efficacy, is the sum of responses to the self-efficacy questions that followed all three

texts.. Overall self-efficacy had a possible range of 6 to 24 and an observed range of 13 to

24. A histogram (Figure 7) demonstrates that this aggregate variable has a fairly normal

distribution with a slight negative skew.

Figure 7: Distribution of overall self-
efficacy with slight negative skew
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Cooking experience, experience

using digital imaging technology, and

overall use of food media were

calculated by adding up the responses to

items in each scale. Because each item is

a straightforward 1 to 4 measure of

frequency of a particular task or

behavior, it makes sense to sum the

responses. Histograms (Figure 8) of the

three resulting scores show standard

distributions within the sample.

Although the sample was purposive, it

contains a good amount of variance on

all three attributes.

Cognitive style was calculated as

two scales, one indicating tendency

toward visualizing and one toward

verbalizing. Ten items in the scale were

reverse-coded, following the method of

Mendelson and Thorson (2004).

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for the

verbalizer scale, and reliability was

found to be insufficient. Three items Figure 8. Normal distributions of  cooking
experience, experience using digital
technology, and use of food media
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were excluded from the final scale, which increased its reliability (Cronbach’s α = .69).

All ten items in the visualizer scale were included, and reliability was confirmed

(Cronbach’s α = .74).

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was run using overall self-efficacy as the

independent variable, and food-media literacy, cognitive style, and cooking experience as

the covariates. The F-ratio for food-media literacy was less than one. Therefore, the null

hypothesis for RQ5 must be accepted; no relationship was found between food-media

literacy and overall self-efficacy. Visual cognitive style accounted for a small amount of

variance with an F-ratio of  4.1 (p < .05). This demonstrates that a very modest direct

relationship exists between visual cognitive style and overall self-efficacy; the subject of

RQ4. No research hypothesis was stated for RQ4, because the literature did not point

toward a particular relationship between the variables. Cooking experience accounted for

the most variance, with an F-ratio of 14.8 (p < .01). This demonstrates that a modest

direct relationship exists between cooking experience and overall self-efficacy, which

confirms the research hypothesis for RQ7.

The research hypothesis for RQ6 was specific and directional: that there would be

a direct relationship between use of cookbooks, food websites, and food-specific podcasts

and a self-efficacious response to the text. This hypothesis assumed that these three forms

of food media require more action on the part of the audience to seek them out, and may

attract a different audience than television food shows, magazines, and recipes on

packages. To test for this distinction among food media types, a factor analysis was

performed on all six items on food media use. An analysis that forced two components

and used varimax rotation showed that TV shows loaded more heavily on one factor,
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while cookbooks, websites, podcasts and blogs loaded on another. Magazines and recipes

on food packages loaded on both, so a decision was made to leave them out. In the

second factor analysis of the four remaining items, television shows loaded on the first

component and cookbooks, websites, and podcasts/blogs loaded on the second. The three

items in the second component appear to be cohesive (Cronbach’s α = .76). Thus the

assumption in the research hypothesis is confirmed; a specific portion of the audience

appears to use active food media – cookbooks, websites, podcasts, and blogs – more

frequently.

To determine if any relationship exists between this type of food media use and a

self-efficacious response to the texts, dichotomous variables were calculated to represent

the subject’s use of active food media (cookbooks, websites, podcasts, and blogs) and

passive food media (television). In two-way ANOVAs, no significant relationship was

found between these variables and self-efficacy. Therefore the null hypothesis for RQ6

must be accepted.

Figure 9 is the diagram of the research design to which is added statistical results

and Hs to indicate directional hypotheses for select research questions. This diagram

illustrates visually the strengths of relationships revealed in the analysis. The scale for

food-media literacy (RQ1) was found to be internally consistent (Cronbach’s α = .71).

Among the intervening variables, cooking experience (H7) was found to account for the

most variance, with cognitive style (RQ4) accounting for somewhat less.

The null hypothesis for the effect of a photo (H2) was accepted, as a chi-square

test demonstrated no statistically significant variance in the dependent variable. The null

hypothesis H3 was accepted, as no relationship was found between experience with
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digital imaging technology and overall food-media literacy. Null hypotheses H5 and H6

were also accepted, as F-ratios demonstrated that neither food-media literacy nor food

media use accounted for much variance in the aggregate measure of the dependent

variable.

     Figure 9. Diagram of research design with hypotheses and results of statistical analysis

Results of Additional Analyses

As is sometimes the case in an exploratory study, some of the most compelling

results were found in analyses of relationships that were not explicated in the model. The

following sections describe findings that were outside the formal research design but are

even more interesting than those guided by the RQs.
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Food–media use. Almost no relationship was found (r(92) = .17, p = .1) between

overall food media use and level of cooking experience. This suggests that use of food

media may be independent of a subject's food preparation habits. In other words, a

woman who consumes a great deal of food media in the form of TV shows, magazines,

cookbooks, websites, blogs and podcasts does not necessarily cook more than a woman

whose food media use is minimal. This finding sheds light on the paradox observed by

Pollan (2009), who sees cooking becoming a spectator sport that is more often watched

than done. It may be that women are consuming food media for reasons other than

learning.

Factor analysis revealed some differences in types of food media consumed. TV

shows and magazines loaded more heavily on one component, and cookbooks, websites,

blogs and podcasts loaded on another. The former two may be consumed more passively,

while the latter four have to be sought out more actively. Future work should include

food-related smartphone apps in the list of media; at least one subject mentioned that she

uses these frequently and did not see them mentioned in the questionnaire.

Another interesting finding addresses audiences’ perception of the intent of

cooking shows. More than half the subjects (57%) disagreed with the statement "most

cooking shows on TV are meant to make people want to buy things." This may indicate

that they do not recognize the commercial purpose of cooking shows, many of which

prominently feature tools and appliances sold by the programs' sponsors.

Perceived fiction vs. non–fiction. Perhaps because they’re so often entertaining

and personality-driven, instructional food media do not fit neatly in any particular genre
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except do-it-yourself programs and talk shows. Few people would group them in with

news programs, but they do not seem to have much in common with dramas and

comedies either. Though they may not think of them as fact or fiction per se, subjects in

this study expressed clearly their beliefs about the content of food television shows.

Nearly three quarters of subjects said they agree or strongly agree (50% and 22%,

respectively) with the statement “most food shows on TV are meant to be non-fiction,

like a documentary.” In response to the statement “most food shows on TV are meant to

be fiction, like an entertaining comedy or drama,” three quarters said they disagree or

strongly disagree (55% and 19%, respectively).

This apparent belief in the factuality of food television programs may reveal much

about how viewers interpret such shows. Mendelson and Papacharissi (2007) summarize

research that suggests people interpret a text differently depending on whether it is

labeled fact or fiction. In their study, they found that photographs labeled as news (fact)

prompted less cognitive processing than photographs labeled as stills from a movie

(fiction). Their results supported previous work in finding that “when individuals believe

that a communication event is fictional or symbolic, they are more likely to think about

the message.” They attribute this (as did Worth and Gross, 1974) to people’s belief that

the author of a fictional text intends to communicate a particular message, and that

cognitive processing helps to parse that message. News photographs and other “factual”

representations are assumed have an “indexical relation” to the events, people, or objects

within them (Nichols 1991).

In this study, subjects’ belief that television food programming is fact rather

fiction suggests that they may engage in less cognitive processing of such programming.
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They may be more likely to take it face value rather than try to determine what message

the creator of the program intended to convey. For example, if viewers of the show “The

Barefoot Contessa” perceive it as a documentary of host Ina Garten preparing a series of

recipes, they may be less likely to consider underlying purposes of the show. The

program is meant to attract viewers’ attention to advertisements and promote Barefoot

Contessa as a brand of cookbooks and a line of specialty foods, but viewers may not

consider its commercial purposes if they see it as a factual, rather than fictional, text.

Engagement with text. The “thought-boxes” that appeared after each recipe were

meant to provide a measure of the subject’s intensity of engagement with the text.

Thought-listing techniques have been used to measure recall (Mendelson and Thorson,

2004), mental processes during a task, and comprehension of a text, among others (see

Shapiro 1994 for a summary). In the present study, subjects saw a neutral prompt asking

them to list any thoughts they had, followed by ten boxes in which to write. Most subjects

wrote responses that were between 25 and 125 characters long. A few dozen wrote

responses longer than 175 characters, and one outlier gave a response 340 characters

long. The presence, absence or quality of the photo that accompanied the recipes did not

appear to influence the length of responses. Boxplots (Figure 10) of the length of

subjects' responses to each recipe do not reveal any pattern.

No relationships were found between intensity of engagement and cooking

experience, nor with perception of food television as fiction or non-fiction. Any variance

in the intensity of engagement with the recipe is likely due to some other factor: a
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subject’s interest in the recipe or her propensity to write and comment, to give two

examples.

        Figure 10. Boxplots of thought-listing response lengths across all treatment conditions

Visual literacy caption and food-media literacy. In the experiment, the visual

literacy caption (the second factor in the quasi-factorial design) was hypothesized to

make the recipes accompanied by high quality photos more accessible. Since the lack of

significant variance in the dependent variable prevented the testing of this hypothesis, a

decision was made to run an independent measures t-test to determine whether the

caption had any effect on subjects’ food-media literacy. Specifically, a hypothesis was

made that the caption, which read “Food has been professionally styled, and photo has

been digitally enhanced,” might influence a subject’s responses to the Realism and

Representation facet of food-media literacy. In the analysis, no relationship was detected

between having seen the visual literacy caption and overall food-media literacy (t(92) = -
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1.8, p = .075), nor between it and the Realism and Representation facet (t(92) = -.939, p =

.35).

Methodological Strengths

Given that this project is an exploratory study that investigated a new application

of media literacy and used many previously untested scales, its methodological merits are

many. Its primary strength is the attempted triangulation of the construction of food-

media literacy. The focus groups provided emic or unstructured data, in the form of

observations made by women about food media texts. Etic data was gathered in the

experiment phase, and several findings in the quantitative analysis were reinforced by the

emic data. Strong methods from both the qualitative and quantitative traditions were

incorporated in this study, allowing for a triangulation approach advocated by Seale

(1999) for its enhanced credibility.

The focus groups were successful in gauging the baseline food-media literacy of a

group of women, and highlighted the importance of personal experience in media

literacy. The productive and critical discussions that were prompted by the core questions

demonstrated that a guided inquiry may serve as a media literacy intervention in and of

itself.

The development of the stimuli was thorough, and as rigorous as possible given

the budget constraints and the nature of the topic. Addressing food as a primary subject

presented the biggest challenge to the project, methodologically speaking. The selection

and pre-testing of food texts revealed much of what can go wrong in a study like this one:

unsystematic variance due to the “blech” factor, lack of familiarity with ingredients, and
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political, health-related or cultural reasons for food avoidance are just a few. Surveying

catering companies and food manufacturers for sales data and customer preferences

helped to reduce these sources of unexplainable variance. Screening subjects to exclude

those with diabetes and vegetarian/vegan diets reduced another source of unsystematic

variance.

A significant strength of this project is the validation of the food-media literacy

scale. Results echoed much of what other researchers found with a similar scale. The

internal consistency of the overall scale and of its three facets suggest that this aspect of

the study was well designed, and that the scale was adapted effectively for use with a new

genre of media.

The scales created to measure the intervening variables produced normal

distributions of scores, which suggests that the scales are sensitive enough to measure a

wide range of the attributes. The cooking experience scale is an especially useful

methodological contribution of this project, as no such scale existed in food studies

literature. Measurement of cooking skills is likely to become a topic of greater interest in

the near future, given the concerns about obesity and the connection between cooking

skills and health. This scale may be used effectively with Caucasian-American and

African-American subjects in future work to gauge cooking experience.

Finally, the experiment design itself had a number of strengths. Using a within-

subjects setup maximized the power of the experiment, and the factorial design was well-

suited to compare subjects’ responses across multiple levels of a variable. The thought-

listing boxes that followed each recipe provided a useful measure of subjects’ reactions to
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the texts, the results of which reinforced the lack of meaningful variance in the dependent

variable.

Methodological Limitations

The most significant limitation of this study is its small sample size. It is not

generalizable to a much larger population, but since it is an exploratory study aiming to

conceptualize food-media literacy for the first time, the limitation is acceptable. The

focus groups likewise are not meant to represent a larger population, but rather to provide

an initial venture into audience interpretations of food imagery in media.

The research questions addressing the primary relationship of interest –

presence/quality of a photograph and a woman’s self-efficacious response to the recipe it

accompanied – could not be satisfactorily answered because the differences across levels

were not statistically significant. Self-efficacy could be reliably measured and tested only

as an aggregate variable, and considerable depth of analysis was lost as a result.

It is possible that the theoretical basis for the underlying hypothesis – that a photo

will influence a woman’s response to a recipe – is flawed. Given that cooking experience

is the only intervening variable that appears to influence self-efficacy, it is possible that

personal knowledge and experience contribute more to a woman’s interpretation of a

food media text than does the visual content of the text itself. Another explanation is that

a photograph does not provoke much response; different video depictions of food

preparation may engage the viewer in more ways, and prompt a greater range of

responses that may be measured.
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The manipulation check revealed that a sufficient number of subjects (76%)

noticed the contrast between the high- and low-quality photographs, but it is possible this

rate must be 90% or higher to ensure that meaningful differences exist between the

experimental conditions. To achieve greater contrast, professional photographs with

higher production values should have been used. Photos in the “amateur” condition

should have been messier and considerably less appealing visually.

The manipulation check itself should have been conducted in a different way, to

avoid collapsing data that might have provided more insight on the experimental

conditions. Rather than asking the subject which of the three recipes featured a high

quality photograph, the question should have allowed them to rate each recipe on a scale.

This method would have collected more granular data with which to gauge the subjects’

perception of each photo/no-photo condition.

In addition, it is likely that the recipes themselves were not difficult enough to

prompt a wide range of responses from subjects. Few women rated any of the three

recipes as difficult, and such overall accessibility may have prevented meaningful

differences from showing up in the data. Yellow cake with chocolate frosting was chosen

as a dessert recipe because of its wide appeal, but many subjects wrote that they would

rather use cake mix and canned frosting. A more “aspirational” dessert such as a tart or a

pie might have drawn a greater breadth of responses regarding difficulty and precluded

the option of using a mix. Likewise, the chicken and green bean recipes could have been

more complicated to prompt a wider range of self-efficacious or ineffectual responses.

Unfortunately, the pre-test likely lacked the necessary rigor to ensure usable data

would be collected in the experiment. The sample for the pre-test should have resembled



118

the experiment sample more closely, and statistical tests should have been performed on

data collected in that phase to detect problematic items such as lack of significant

differences across levels of the independent variable. As it was, the pre-test was intended

primarily to collect feedback from respondents on the survey questions.

The validity of some items in the questionnaire is limited because they have not

been tested in previous work. Primack and Hobbs (2009) validated the scale on which the

food-media literacy items are based, and Mendelson (2004) validated the cognitive styles

scale. The items measuring experience with cooking, digital imaging, and frequency of

food media use were created for this study. However, since all are straightforward

questions asking the subject how familiar she is with a specific technology or technique,

or how frequently she uses a particular form of media, there is little reason to question

their internal validity. The normal distribution of responses that was observed reinforces

their usefulness.

A limitation of any experiment is that it does not necessarily represent real-life

phenomena. A subject examining food imagery in a closed room by herself may not

reflect her regular experience with food media, which may be more social and interactive.

It is likely that this study collapsed and oversimplified subjects’ interpretations of media,

as the experiment did not include quantitative measures other than the thought-listing

items. Because cooking and eating are highly social phenomena, an ethnographic

component could have contributed a great deal to this project. The failure of the research

design to uncover meaningful differences among the levels of the dependent variable

indicates a useful starting point for more qualitative work on this topic.
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Food as subject matter likely contributed a great deal of variance that is difficult

to measure. Food preferences are so culturally specific, and foods can provoke such

visceral reactions, that it is very challenging to select a set of foods – and photographs of

them – to which all subjects have a similar response.

Finally, this study cannot explain behavior change prompted by food imagery in

media. It is meant to be a study of audience reception, not media effects. It is a first step

in conceptualizing media literacy related to food media, and it is meant to generate

knowledge that can be used by researchers in media literacy, audience studies, health

communication, and public health.
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CHAPTER 7

DISCUSSION

In the opening chapter, the paradox of the growing popularity of food media and

simultaneous decline in home cooking was examined. The reasons why people are

cooking less aren’t fully understood, but negative consequences of this trend for nutrition

and health have been documented. Cooking skills give people more control over their

food choices, and food knowledge enables them to evaluate information presented to

them by food retailers, manufacturers and marketers. Food media ostensibly provide

information regarding cooking and food, but since most such media are commercially

supported the information is not necessarily in the public’s best interest. Food-media

literacy has been conceptualized in this study as the ability to understand and critically

evaluate the messages in food-media.

Food-media literacy was found to have three primary facets. The first is Intents

and Omissions, or the understanding that food media have authors with specific

communicative goals, that techniques are used to further those goals, that many are

commercially motivated, and that some things are intentionally left out of the messages.

The second facet is Meanings, which addresses the multiple meanings that different

people can make of the same message, the fact that messages can influence people, and

that messages are carefully planned. The third facet is Realism and Representation, which

is awareness of the fact that media depictions of food and cooking are styled, highly

edited, and are not necessarily realistic.
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The primary goal of this study was to begin to define food-media literacy

empirically and “on the ground” in adult women’s everyday interactions with food

media. In achieving this the study was successful, as both the quantitative and qualitative

components furthered understanding of women’s interpretation of food media and the

personal experience, background knowledge, beliefs and critical awareness they apply to

them. A secondary goal was to study the influence of an image on a woman’s

interpretation of a food media text, and to measure the influence of intervening variables

on her interpretation. In achieving this the study was less successful, as the resulting data

only allowed satisfactory investigation of the relationships among the intervening

variables. The following sections discuss the insights I gained over the course of this

project, outline the contributions this study makes to scholarship in several fields, and

describe further work that is prompted by this line of inquiry.

Lessons Learned “On the Ground”

 In light of the findings of this study, the paradox of watching-not-doing appears

to be more complicated than I imagined it to be. Over the course of this project, I spoke

about my research with many people who said they enjoyed food television shows. Some

are avid cooks, some said they order in and microwave frequently, but nearly all

mentioned at least one or two food television programs they watch regularly. I observed

no pattern in this anecdotal evidence, a finding that is echoed in the lack of relationship

that was found between food-media use and cooking experience.

By painting the watching-not-doing phenomenon in black and white, this study

risks overlooking the shades of gray, or the other roles food media may play in people’s
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everyday lives. It may not be – and given the results of this work, is probably not – a

dichotomy of useful instruction versus pure entertainment. Uses and gratifications theory

(Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch, 1973) suggests that people may seek out media for any

number of reasons, including parasocial interaction, escapism, social currency, or

surveillance. Given the focus on charismatic personalities and appealing imagery in so

many popular cookbooks and food TV programs, it is reasonable to assume that many

food media readers and audiences receive benefits that have little to do with the food-

related information contained therein.

In the process of writing about this project, it occurred to me that the changes in

food media since the time when Julia Child cooked in real time on WGBH have had

larger repercussions than I first imagined. In part due to the profit imperative of the Food

Network and its competition, a paradigm shift has occurred in food media that

encourages it to be more spectacle than lesson. For better or for worse, we tend to tune

into things that we may passively view and enjoy rather than those which aim to teach us

things. Future scholars of food media would do well to consider this paradigm shift, and

adapt their research questions accordingly.

The paradigm within which I formed my questions and conducted my analysis is

perhaps an outdated one, for it assumes the primary function of food media is instruction

about food. In my introduction I state that food is not the stuff of comedy or drama or

science fiction. But now I recognize that food, chefs, and cooking are becoming standard

elements in entertainment media, elements that have little or nothing to do with the

nutritive or edible qualities of food. Like the doctors, nurses, and medicine that have long

been popular topics of dramatic and comedic narratives, food and the people and
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processes that surround it seem to be achieving the status of “characters.” For example, in

a competition show such as “Iron Chef,” food is acted upon and transformed; its

transformation affects the outcome of the program and is one of the primary sources of

dramatic tension. Cooking instruction and information about food are peripheral in many

such programs. The thought of watching “Iron Chef” to learn how to cook is almost as

far-fetched as watching a medical drama like “House” to learn how to perform heart

surgery. The story is key, and the food and cooks merely players.

The idea of food-as-character helps explain some of the growth of food media

over the past two decades. Before the rise of the Food Network and the explosion of food

magazines and cookbooks, much food media was, in fact, instructional. But today’s food

television programs are as likely to treat food and eating as an excuse for a road trip (Guy

Fieri’s “Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives”) as for a topic of a science project (Ted Allen’s

“Food Detectives”). The growth of food media makes sense when it is seen as the

expansion of a new and popular genre, one that has appeal to an audience far bigger than

just people who like to cook. It could be argued that in the new food media, food is the

stuff of comedy, drama, and science fiction.

This trend toward drama and storytelling makes the idea of “food porn” all the

more interesting. We tend to favor heroes that are extraordinary in some way, and

perhaps we are beginning to hold food to a similar standard when it is up on a screen or

printed on a page. The fact that food stylists refer to the dish to be photographed as “the

hero” is telling; it is a character, and it should be larger, better, and more than it is on our

plate. But perhaps we understand the difference, and we do not necessarily expect the

product of our kitchen labors to resemble the hero in the image. What is not clear is the
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point at which we recognize that the food itself has become extraordinary and out of our

reach.

The reaction of the audience to the increasing “porniness” of food media is a

phenomenon that this study did not adequately address. Questions that remain

unanswered include: How elaborate does the styling of food have to be in order to be

considered pornographic?; does a well stocked and spotlessly clean kitchen set make it

pornographic, or merely more enjoyable than the viewer’s home kitchen?; how much

does the viewer or reader identify with the TV host or author who is describing the tastes

and textures as she or he samples the completed dish?; does this identification provide

genuine satisfaction comparable to actually eating the dish?

Again, in light of my results, the concept and mechanism of food porn seem to

have more complexity than was accounted for in this project. The threshold of production

values and styling at which food media visuals become food porn is not clear, nor is the

audience’s reaction to the difference between the two. Future research should attempt to

define food porn with more precision, and operationalize it as specifically as possible

given the subjective nature of audience interpretation.

In addition, this study did not go far enough in analyzing the impact of an image

on individuals’ perceptions of food media messages. Returning to the typology of

illustrations described in chapter two, it may be that an exceptionally high quality photo

serves a decorative function, while an amateurish photo serves a representational one.

Further complicating this relationship of an image to the text it illustrates is the question

of perceived truth of a photograph. Future research on visual food media should attempt
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to investigate individuals’ perceptions of artifice in food photography, and to examine the

influence of that perception on their interpretation of the media message as a whole.

The last object lesson learned over the course of this project relates to economic

class, an important factor to consider in examining the role of media in people’s lives. A

full analysis of class as a factor in food-media usage was outside the scope of this project,

but conversations with subjects during debriefing and input from other scholars drew my

attention to its relevance. Lang et al. (1999) found that those with higher income and

more education reported learning more from cookbooks, TV cooking programs, and

magazines than did those with lower income and less education. It is possible that

working class and lower-middle class women use food media very differently than their

affluent peers. They may enjoy different shows, or they may watch the same show and

make meanings that differ significantly from those of an affluent viewer. For example, in

the program “Barefoot Contessa” host Ina Garten uses relatively expensive ingredients to

prepare menus intended for upscale entertaining. A working class viewer whose primary

concern is to feed a family of four might see this show as escapist fantasy, while an

affluent viewer with leisure time and no children might find instruction and realistic

inspiration in it.

Contributions of Study

Media literacy. This study makes a major contribution to media literacy research

in its finding that production experience does not necessarily have to be first-hand in

order to influence an adult woman’s capacity for critical evaluation. Subject F1 in the
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first focus group only watched her son work in Photoshop, but she gleaned critical

awareness of manipulated photographs from the experience. In turn, she influenced the

observations other women in the focus group made about the food advertisements.

Several of them deferred to her (second-hand) expertise.

The focus groups involved a very small sample of women, so these results should

not be construed as generalizable. However, so little research exists on the baseline media

literacy of adults. This finding, however minor, tells us something useful about how some

adults process media messages. It is potentially good news for media educators, because

production activities require a great deal of time and resources in a classroom. If they are

not altogether necessary to provide media literacy education for adults, it may be possible

to attain the same educational objectives more efficiently.

Another finding important to media literacy was that subjects’ different levels of

cooking experience accounted for the most variance in their overall self-efficacious

responses to recipes. While level of cooking experience does not appear to have any

relationship with food-media literacy, it does influence the meaning they made from the

texts. This supports the conventional wisdom in media education, and the findings in the

focus groups, that audiences activate personal knowledge in their interpretation of a

media text.

Personal knowledge of another kind – that of digital imaging technology – was

found to have a moderate direct relationship with perception of food media as unrealistic.

Though questions explicitly addressing food styling were not asked, it is possible that

only those with digital imaging experience may recognize such manipulation. To others,

such highly styled and produced content may pass as “real.” In both the focus groups and
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the experiment, women with experience in photography and image-manipulation were

more likely to have a critical response to food media. This finding reinforces the

importance of production experience – or at least awareness of production – in media

literacy education.

In the analysis of the experiment data, no relationship was found between food-

media literacy and overall self-efficacy. A direct relationship between the two was one of

the primary hypotheses driving this project, so this finding is disappointing. However, the

fact that experience with digital imaging technology was directly related to perceiving

food-media depictions as less realistic is a hopeful step in the right direction. This finding

tells us something about the mechanism of personal experience and critical awareness,

even if it stops short of connecting them with beliefs and confidence.

Factor analysis of the food-media literacy scale supports the validity of the

smoking media literacy scale (Primack and Hobbs, 2009) on which it was based. The

scale used in the present study broke down media literacy into three components: Intents

and Omissions, Meanings, and Realism and Representation. This corresponds closely

with Primack and Hobbs’ sub-domains Authors and Audiences, Messages and Meanings,

and Representation and Reality. The present study reinforces the transferability of this

basic scale to other media genres and other audiences.

Finally, I would argue that this study contributes to the understanding that media

literacy can enhance enjoyment of media messages. As a skill, food-media literacy offers

potentially many more benefits than just evaluation of the nutritional content or

representational realism of depicted food and cooking. Just as a scholar of art has a more

meaningful experience in an art museum than the average visitor does, a food-media
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literate person may have a heightened appreciation for the skills required to create food-

media messages. The most media-literate subjects in my focus groups expressed vocal

appreciation of how cool the Heinz ketchup advertisement was; they were impressed with

how real the tomato slices looked. Likewise, someone who has photographed and styled

food may appreciate the work involved in making a beautiful photo of just-melting ice

cream dripping down the side of a sugar cone. An individual who cooks frequently using

a wide variety of techniques might admire how effortless a TV chef-personality appears

as she tosses a pan to flip a crepe in mid-air. Awareness of the production and styling that

go into a food-media message can enhance enjoyment as well as increase critical

awareness.

Health communication and public health. Two findings have implications in a

number of fields: subjects’ belief that food programs on television are non-fiction, and

their lack of awareness of such media’s commercial intent. Both of these have

implications for researchers and practitioners in health communication and public health.

In particular, they should be aware of the fact that people may not be applying critical

thinking skills to commercial-supported food media messages. More than half the

subjects did not recognize that television food programming is meant to sell products, and

nearly three-quarters perceive food media as non-fiction.

Most food programs on television are not designed to promote nutrition, and the

foods most heavily advertised tend to be the less nutritious ones. It is important to

understand what meanings audiences take from such food media, and to what degree they

trust the source of the message.
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Further Work

The findings of this study reveal a number of areas worthy of further

investigation. First and most compelling is the perceived genre of food media. The

majority of subjects put food television shows in the same category as a documentary, a

fact that has major repercussions for the degree of critical thinking they may apply to

such media. If food television shows are perceived as transparent and factual, the risk –

as described in chapter one – is that viewers will not question or evaluate the information

presented in such media. It is not clear from this study whether subjects perceive other

forms of food media as factual. Perception of genre warrants more in-depth work,

because the category of food media encompasses so many different kinds of messages:

how-to, advertising, news, and entertainment, which further breaks down into sub-

categories. In the current study, subjects were asked to categorize “most food shows on

TV” as either fiction or non-fiction, but this may collapse many designations that

audiences interpret differently. It is especially important to gauge people’s perceptions of

food advertising, since this is the type of media message most likely to provide

misinformation about nutrition and portion sizes.

Second, it is interesting that no relationship was found between a subject’s

cooking experience and the frequency of her food media use. In a way this may reinforce

the observation by Pollan (2009) and others that we are becoming a nation of cooking

show spectators rather than actual cooks. But if that were the case, a negative relationship

would be seen between the two variables – the more people watch, the less they cook.
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The fact that they seem to have nothing to do with one another suggests that other factors

are at work. Perhaps people choose to cook or not cook for other reasons, and the food

media they watch have little influence on that choice. Of course, the paradox of

watching-not-doing cannot be sufficiently addressed by the snapshot of human perception

examined in this study. A longitudinal series of observations of time spent using food

media and time spent cooking might answer this question more satisfactorily. 

Third, the influence of cooking experience and digital imaging technology

experience on overall food-media literacy is not clear. The results of the focus group data

suggest that these two types of personal knowledge may contribute to an individual’s

critical response to a text, but the processes by which that occurs need to be teased out

further. 

Lastly, the cognitive processing of a food media image needs to be investigated in

more depth. Weidenmann’s (1989) model of learning from an illustrated instructional text

should be used to study the responses to a visual text in more detail. Future work might

measure engagement with the image and with the text separately, to determine the extent

and nature of a person’s processing of each.

Conclusion

As an exploratory study, this project achieved several of its ambitious goals. It

successfully made a case for the importance of food media as a subject of scholarship and

media education. It validated a food-media literacy scale that may be used in future

research and in media education. It contributed new knowledge regarding baseline media

literacy of adult women, and challenged a common assumption regarding the importance
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of first-hand production experience to media literacy. Its mixed-methods approach and

within-subjects experimental design used qualitative and quantitative data to reinforce

one another, and optimized the use of a small sample.

It is perhaps not surprising that this project fell short in producing statistically

significant data on the dependent variable, as the topic is so new and so little is

understood about it. A trailblazer rarely clears a perfectly straight path. But it took several

steps toward increased understanding of interpretation of food media, the role of an

image in the processing of an instructional message, and the construction of media

literacy as applied to a new media genre.
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS, FOOD-MEDIA LITERACY SCALE

Items grouped by sub-scales AA, MM, and RR (based on Primack and Hobbs, 2009)

Strongly
disagree Disagree Agree

Strongly
agree

Buy-one-get-one-free deals on foods are designed
to get people to eat more. AA

 1                   2                   3                    4

Food companies are very powerful. AA  1                   2                   3                    4

Food companies only care about making money.
AA

 1                   2                   3                    4

Certain breakfast cereal brands are designed to
appeal to children. AA

 1                   2                   3                    4

Most food shows on TV are meant to make
people want to buy things. AA

 1                   2                   3                    4

Wearing a t-shirt with a brand’s logo on it makes
you a walking advertisement for that brand. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

Ads for snack foods that show things like
cornfields and fresh vegetables are designed to
make the foods look healthy. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

Two people may seem the same movie or TV
show and get very different ideas about it. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

People are influenced by TV and movies whether
they realize it or not. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

A fast food billboard may catch one person’s
attention but not be noticed by another person. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

Most food shows on TV are meant to be       
non-fiction, like a documentary. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

Different people can see the same food ad and
feel completely different about it. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

People are influenced by advertising. MM  1                   2                   3                    4

When people make movies and TV shows, every
camera shot is carefully planned. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4
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There are often hidden messages in food ads. MM  1                   2                   3                    4

Most food shows on TV are meant to be fiction, 
like an entertaining comedy or drama. MM

 1                   2                   3                    4

When you see a food ad, it is very important to
think about what was left out of the ad. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

Most TV shows and magazines that show food
make it look better than it really is. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

Chefs on TV cooking shows do not
make mistakes. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

When someone makes a recipe at home, it should
turn out looking like it does in the photo. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

Advertisements usually leave out a lot of
important information. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

Snack food ads show natural, healthy things to
make people forget that the food isn’t healthy. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

Food in magazines and TV shows looks good
because the people who make it are very skilled
cooks. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4

Photos of food in ads and magazines
show what the food really looks like. RR

 1                   2                   3                    4
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APPENDIX B: QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS, COOKING EXPERIENCE

We’d like to know how much cooking you’ve done. There are no right or wrong answers.
For each item, please circle the number that indicates how much experience you have
doing it.

I’ve never
done this

I do this
once or twice

a year

I used to do
this, or I do it
occasionally

I do this
fairly

regularly

I do this
all

the time

Cut up raw ingredients for a soup or stir-fry       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Bake a cake from basic ingredients (not a
mix)

      1                 2                  3                   4              5

Grill meat or vegetables on a charcoal or gas
grill

      1                 2                  3                   4              5

Roast a whole chicken, turkey, or other large
cut of meat

      1                 2                  3                   4              5

Boil dry pasta       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Deep-fry food in oil or fat       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Make salad dressing from basic ingredients       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Steam vegetables       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Broil steak, fish, or other meat       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Make bread or pizza dough from basic
ingredients

      1                 2                  3                   4              5

Can and/or preserve fresh fruit or vegetables       1                 2                  3                   4              5

Make soup or stew from basic ingredients       1                 2                  3                   4              5



147

APPENDIX C: QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS, DIGITAL IMAGING EXPERIENCE

We’re interested in knowing how much experience you have using a camera and working
with photographs. For each item, please circle the number that indicates your level of
experience you have with it.

I’ve never
heard of this

I’ve heard of
this, but never

done it

I’ve done this
once or twice

I do this
regularly

Correct “red-eye” in a photo. 1                   2                   3                    4

Use Photoshop or similar software to alter a
photo.

1                   2                   3                    4

Have “glamour” photography done of myself. 1                   2                   3                    4

Use a digital photo printing kiosk (like in a
drugstore) to make color-corrections or other
alterations to a photo.

1                   2                   3                    4

Use a manual-focus camera (rather than an
automatic point-and-shoot camera)

1                   2                   3                    4

Take photos of food I’ve made or had in a
restaurant.

1                   2                   3                    4

APPENDIX D: QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS, USE OF FOOD MEDIA

We’re interested in knowing how much you read, watch, listen to, or browse food media.
Please circle the number that indicates how often you use these types of media.

Less than
once a month

or never

A few times a
month

More than
once a week

Every day

Food shows on television 1                   2                   3                    4

Magazines that are about food or that contain a
food section with recipes

1                   2                   3                    4

Cookbooks 1                   2                   3                    4

Recipes on the backs of food packages 1                   2                   3                    4

Food websites 1                   2                   3                    4

Food podcasts or blogs 1                   2                   3                    4



148

APPENDIX E: QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS, COGNITIVE STYLE

Based on Mendelson (2004), adapted from Kirby et al. (1988)

Verbal items:

1. I enjoy doing work that requires the use of words.
2. I enjoy learning new words.
3. I can easily think of synonyms for words.
4. I read rather slowly.*
5. I prefer to read instructions about how to do something rather than have someone

show me.
6. I have a better than average fluency in using words.
7. I spend little time attempting to increase my vocabulary.*
8. I dislike word games like crossword puzzles.*
9. I dislike looking up words in dictionaries.*
10. I have a hard time remembering the words to songs.*

Visual items:

1. I don’t believe that anyone can think in terms of mental photos.*
2. I find illustrations or diagrams help me when I am reading.
3. I have a hard time making a “mental photo” of a place that I’ve only been to a few

times.*
4. I seldom use diagrams to explain things.*
5. I like newspaper articles that have photos.
6. I don’t like maps or diagrams in books.*
7. When I read books with maps in them, I refer to the maps a lot.
8. The old saying “A photo is worth a thousand words” is certainly true for me.
9. I have always disliked jigsaw puzzles.*
10. I find maps helpful in finding my way around a new city.

* responses were reverse-coded.
Items struck through were not included in final scales.
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APPENDIX F: SAMPLES OF EXPERIMENT STIMULI

(amateur photograph)

Please familiarize yourself with the recipe below, then continue on to the next page.

Chocolate-Frosted
Vanilla Layer Cake

yield: 12 servings

Ingredients
3 cups all-purpose flour
2 cups sugar
1 tablespoon baking powder
1 1/2 cups milk
1/2 cup butter, softened
1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla
2 eggs

Directions
In a bowl combine flour, sugar, and
baking powder. Add milk, butter, and vanilla. Beat with an electric mixer on low speed
until combined. Beat on high speed for 2 minutes. Add eggs and beat 2 minutes more.

Pour into 2 greased and floured 9" x 1 1/2" round baking pans. Bake in a 375 degree oven
for 25 to 30 minutes or until a toothpick inserted near the centers comes out clean. Cool
on wire racks for 10 minutes. Remove from pans. Cool thoroughly on racks.

Chocolate Frosting

Ingredients
1/3 cup butter
1/2 cup unsweetened cocoa powder
4 1/2 cups powdered sugar
1/4 cup milk
1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla
Additional milk, if needed

Directions
In a bowl beat butter until fluffy. Add unsweetened cocoa powder and beat until smooth.
Gradually add 2 cups of the powdered sugar, beating well.  Slowly beat in the milk and
vanilla. Slowly beat in remaining sugar. Beat in additional milk, if needed, to make
frosting spreadable.

Assembly
Place one cake layer on serving plate. Spread half of frosting over top and sides of layer.
Place second layer on top and spread remaining frosting over top and sides.
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Please share any thoughts you have about the recipe you just saw.
There are no right or wrong answers. (One thought per line, please)

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

For each question below, please check ONE box that best represents your response.

Very
difficult

Somewhat
difficult

Somewhat
easy

Very
easyHow difficult does this recipe

seem to you? [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Not at all
likely

Somewhat
unlikely

Somewhat
likely

Very
likelyIf you wanted to make a dish like

this, how likely is it that you would
use this recipe?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Not at all
confident

A little bit
confident

Fairly
confident

Absolutely
confidentIf you decided to make this dish,

how confident are you that it would
turn out the way you want it to?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Very
unappealing

Somewhat
unappealing

Somewhat
appealing

Very
appealingRegardless of your responses

above, how appealing is this recipe
to you?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]
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(professionally styled photo with visual literacy caption)

Please familiarize yourself with the recipe below, then continue on to the next page.

Stuffed Chicken Breasts

yield: 4 servings

Ingredients

4 boneless skinless chicken breasts
1/3 cup sun-dried tomatoes in oil,
   drained
1/3 cup fresh basil leaves
2 cloves garlic, peeled
1/2 cup shredded mozzarella cheese
1 teaspoon salt
1/4 teaspoon pepper

Directions

Preheat oven to 450 degrees F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with aluminum foil; set aside.

With a paring knife, cut a 1-inch-long slit in thick side of each breast. Insert knife, and
without enlarging opening, carefully work around inside to form a pocket (make sure you
do not go through the other side).

On a cutting board, pile basil, sun-dried tomatoes and garlic, and finely chop. Divide
mixture evenly, and spoon into breast pockets, spreading it around inside. Follow with 2
Tbsp. mozzarella.

Close pockets, using 2 to 3 toothpicks per breast; place on baking sheet. Season with salt
and pepper. Bake for 35 minutes, or until chicken is cooked through. Remove toothpicks.
Serve with a green salad or vegetable.

Food has been professionally styled and photo has
been digitally enhanced
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Please share any thoughts you have about the recipe you just saw.
There are no right or wrong answers. (One thought per line, please)

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

For each question below, please check ONE box that best represents your response.

Very
difficult

Somewhat
difficult

Somewhat
easy

Very
easyHow difficult does this recipe

seem to you? [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Not at all
likely

Somewhat
unlikely

Somewhat
likely

Very
likelyIf you wanted to make a dish like

this, how likely is it that you would
use this recipe?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Not at all
confident

A little bit
confident

Fairly
confident

Absolutely
confidentIf you decided to make this dish,

how confident are you that it would
turn out the way you want it to?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Very
unappealing

Somewhat
unappealing

Somewhat
appealing

Very
appealingRegardless of your responses

above, how appealing is this recipe
to you?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]
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(no photograph)

Please familiarize yourself with the recipe below, then continue on to the next page.

Green Beans with Parsley and Garlic

yield: 4 servings

Ingredients

1 pound green beans
4 teaspoons olive oil
2 garlic cloves, peeled and minced
2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley
1/2 teaspoon salt
1/4 teaspoon pepper

Directions

In a large pot of boiling salted water, cook green beans until crisp-tender, about 5
minutes. Drain.

In same pot, heat oil over medium-low heat. Add garlic; cook until starting to soften,
about 2 minutes. Return beans to pot. Add parsley, salt and pepper. Toss to coat. Serve
immediately.
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Please share any thoughts you have about the recipe you just saw.
There are no right or wrong answers. (One thought per line, please)

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

For each question below, please check ONE box that best represents your response.

Very
difficult

Somewhat
difficult

Somewhat
easy

Very
easyHow difficult does this recipe

seem to you? [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Not at all
likely

Somewhat
unlikely

Somewhat
likely

Very
likelyIf you wanted to make a dish like

this, how likely is it that you would
use this recipe?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Not at all
confident

A little bit
confident

Fairly
confident

Absolutely
confidentIf you decided to make this dish,

how confident are you that it would
turn out the way you want it to?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]

Very
unappealing

Somewhat
unappealing

Somewhat
appealing

Very
appealingRegardless of your responses

above, how appealing is this recipe
to you?

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ]
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APPENDIX G: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE

Thank you all for coming today. I’m going to show you some things that appeared in
magazines, and ask you some questions about them. There are no right or wrong answers,
I’m interested in hearing your thoughts and opinions. I’m not affiliated with any
company, this is purely for research, so please speak freely and honestly.

(hold up and then pass around text 1, Pepperidge Farm cookie ad)
Please take a look at this.

Who created this and what is its purpose?

What techniques are used to attract your attention?

What is left out of this?

(hold up and then pass around text 2, Heinz ketchup ad)
Please take a look at this.

Who created this and what is its purpose?

What techniques are used to attract your attention?
Follow up question: How do you think this image was created?

What is left out of this?

(hold up and then pass around text 3, Hershey’s Kisses ad)
Please take a look at this.

Who created this and what is its purpose?
Follow up question: What do you think its creator wants you to do after
seeing it?

What techniques are used to attract your attention?

What is left out of this?

Additional question: Would you attempt this recipe? Why or why not?



156

APPENDIX H: FOOD MEDIA TEXTS FOR FOCUS GROUP

Text 1: Pepperidge Farm cookie ad
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Text 2: Heinz ketchup ad
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Text 3: Hershey’s Kisses ad with recipe
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APPENDIX I: MEANS AND SD FOR EFFICACY RESPONSES

range: 1 (very difficult) - - - - - - - 4 (very easy)

range: 1 (not at all likely) - - - - - - - 4 (very likely)

range: 1 (not at all confident) - - - - - - - 4 (absolutely confident)

range: 1 (very unappealing) - - - - - - - 4 (very appealing)
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APPENDIX J: MEANS AND SD FOR THREE INTERVENING VARIABLES

range: 1 (I’ve never heard of this) - - - - - - - 5 (I do this regularly)

range: 1 (rarely or never) - - - - - - - 5 (every day)

range: 1 (I’ve never done this) - - - - - - - 5 (I do this all the time)
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APPENDIX K: MEANS AND SD OF COGNITIVE STYLE ITEMS

range: 1 (strongly disagree) - - - - - - - 4 (strongly agree)

range: 1 (strongly disagree) - - - - - - - 4 (strongly agree)
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APPENDIX L: MEANS AND SD OF FOOD-MEDIA LITERACY SCALE ITEMS

range: 1 (strongly disagree) - - - - - - - 4 (strongly agree)


