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Introduction
Though America’s agriculture industry has been credited with providing a safe, abundant food supply for its constituents, the volume and efficiency of its production methods have raised ethical questions related to the care of livestock. Images of practices such as confinement housing for laying hens and pregnant sows and the slaughter of calves for veal, picked up and distributed by major news networks, have had a huge influence on the way in which Americans view the industry and producers providing their food and fiber (Nocera, 2008; Cima, 2009). These videos, at their core, are textbook examples of visual rhetoric: images that prompt such strong emotional reactions that they are capable of overriding rational thought (Hill, 2004).

Theoretical Framework
Visual rhetoric, or the persuasive use of symbols, expands upon a field traditionally associated with verbal communication: the creation of meaning and construction of arguments (Bulmer & Buchanan-Oliver, 2006). Rhetoric, once linked almost exclusively to words, now encompasses visual artifacts, the symbols that constitute a pervasive, non-discursive language that borrows from traditional methods and is used to persuade (Bulmer & Buchanan-Oliver, 2006; Foss, 2004; Hocks, 2003; Scott, 1994). With the advent of television, visual symbols may be used as “image bites” capable of constructing arguments in much the same way that sound bites operate (Bucy & Grabe, 2007; Schill, 2008). “Image events,” or staged opportunities for gathering powerful visual material, are part of Osborn’s (1986) concept of “depictive rhetoric…strategic pictures, verbal or nonverbal visualizations that linger in the collective memory of audiences as representative of their subjects” (p. 79; Edwards, 2004). 

Purpose and Objectives
Researchers have long studied the rhetorical effects of photojournalism, but little literature exists related to the impact of “image bites” in the context of television news packages. This study addresses the 2011-2015 National Research Agenda Priority 1: Public and Policy Maker Understanding of Agriculture and Natural Resources. The purpose of this study is to describe the impact of televised images on students’ perceptions of a broadcast news story about agriculture. The objectives of the study are:
1. For respondents to identify potential story topics story based solely on images; and
2. To describe respondents’ affective responses to those images.

Methodology
To accomplish those objectives, students enrolled in two communications courses at a large southwestern public university were shown a series of still images taken from a broadcast news story (Couric, 2010) about antibiotic use in livestock production as part of a class exercise on visual communication. After viewing these images, the students were asked to identify the subject of the news story based on what they had seen. They were also asked to explain why they selected that subject. Discussion of the photos was led by the instructor in one class and recorded for analysis. Data were collected with both paper and online versions of the same questionnaire, as well as transcribed from audio recordings of class discussion. These responses were grouped into categories to form a typology of possible topics for the news feature.



Findings
The survey yielded 91 usable questionnaires. Eighty-nine respondents answered the open-ended question “After viewing the images, what do you believe is the topic of this broadcast feature?” Six categories emerged from a cursory content analysis: animal cruelty, animal housing, slaughter, factory farming, animal care and/or welfare, and the swine industry. Of the 89 responses, 34.8% (n = 31) related to animal cruelty or mistreatment (“mistreatment of animals/neglect”); 20.2% (n = 18) related to animal housing (“The conditions that farming animals live in and the methods used to feed/house them”); 19.1% (n = 17) related to livestock slaughter (“How pigs are slaughtered for food”); 14.6% (n = 13) related to animal care and welfare (“The care of pigs and their well-being”); and 5.6% (n = 5) related to factory farming (“mass production of pork”) and the swine industry (“pig farms”), respectively. 

Eighty-eight participants described their affective response to the videos. Twenty respondents (22.7%) indicated that they were indifferent about the images (“It’s the circle of life. We have to eat. I am neutral”). Eighteen respondents (20.5%) described their reactions as negative (“I am very against animal abuse”). Fifteen respondents (17.0%) indicated that the images made them sad or depressed (“I feel sad for the pigs”), and the same number felt that the images were necessary to uncovering abuse and improving animal treatment (“Proper care needs to be enforced immediately”). Twelve respondents (13.6%) believed the images were biased (“I feel like that the media has a very biased viewpoint towards the slaughter industry”), while 8 respondents (9.0%) wanted to learn more about the subject based on the images (“I am interested in the real treatment of animals in the food industry and I'd like to know more”).

Conclusions
Based solely on images taken from the broadcast, no respondents were able to correctly determine that the story’s topic was antibiotic use in animal agriculture. To the respondents, the images best corresponded to the subjects of animal abuse or mistreatment, animal housing, slaughter, and factory farming, indicating that the images used in the segment had little connection to the actual topic of the story. More than one-third of respondents reported negative or unhappy feelings toward the agriculture industry after viewing the images, while a significant number believed the images were one-sided or necessitated further inquiry.
 
Implications and Recommendations
Because of the growing knowledge gap between agriculturalists and those not involved in the food and fiber industry, attention must be paid to visual representations of agriculture in mass media. Broadcast news outlets often use images that will garner maximum attention, even when those images do not pertain to the subject at hand, and audiences with little agricultural knowledge may have difficulty determining the credibility or appropriateness of those visuals. Agricultural communicators must attend to popular media coverage of industry news and be willing to engage with journalists and editors to push for fairer depictions of agriculture. Further research into the visual elements of news coverage of agriculture will increase understanding of how those images impact audience’s short- and long-term perceptions of the industry.
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