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Introduction
In 2013, nearly three-quarters of adult Internet users in the United States logged into a social networking site (Duggan & Smith, 2013). Of those, 21% used Pinterest, a “visual discovery tool” launched in 2010 that allows members to “pin” and distribute images of interest to them and their network of followers. According to Pew Research experts, Pinterest’s 70 million users, predominately female, are a young, diverse, and affluent group of information consumers capable of influencing online trends and buying decisions (Duggan & Smith, 2013; Technorati, 2014). While many agricultural advocates—including six state departments of agriculture and numerous commodity groups—maintain active boards (Harold, 2014), non-industry users generate much of the food-and-fiber-related visual information shared on the site, information that is accessible with a simple keyword search. To address National Research Agenda Priority 1: Public and Policy Maker Understanding About Agriculture and Natural Resources (Doerfert, 2011), this study explored and compared the visual language of agriculture-related Pinterest content based on keyword entries. 

Conceptual Framework
Pinterest is part of the “visual Web,” “the trend away from text-based webpages and towards a more visual online experience built around taste, discovery and serendipity” (Verma, 2013, para. 4). Sites like Pinterest allow users to index these images, which are “the key value getting exchanged around the social web” (Fulwiler, 2013, para. 6). Online images serve as a kind of shorthand for communicating online: “Pictures have become one of our default modes of sorting and understanding the vast amounts of information we're exposed to every day” (Walter, 2012, para. 4). In the visual Web, “pinned” images—those shared by users on topic- or interest-based virtual boards—have a long virtual shelf life and are easily accessible through a variety of entry points, giving them a longevity and influence not usually found in online content (Verma, 2013).

Print and online images have long been studied through the lens of semiotics in order to explore the meanings the images express in society. Semiotics is a philosophical approach that studies signs and their codes to convey meaning to viewers (Rose, 2001). A sign is defined as a basic unit that contains a signified and signifier. The signified is the concept or object, while the signifier is the image attached to the signified. Finding its start in linguistics, this relationship has been descried as being very intertwined in the societal culture of the individuals who are interpreting it (Kates & Shaw-Garlock, 1999). Barthes (2002) expanded the idea of the sign by contending that there are common meanings and hidden meanings in the signified. At the surface is the denotation that describes the direct, specific meaning, but he stated we must delve deeper by analyzing the connotative meaning, which is the meaning that is developed from the culture, mythologies, and ideologies of a society. 

Methods
[bookmark: _GoBack]This study explores the meanings behind the many images pinned on Pinterest tagged with the words agriculture and farm. To identify the pins for this case study, the researchers conducted a keyword search of Pinterest using those terms in February 2014. Once the pins were collected, the researchers analyzed the first 20 pins for each search using the “expert-reading” approach of semiotic analysis, wherein each image is analyzed individually to identify the signs (Rose, 2001). The signs were then explored to determine what was signified at the denotative and connotative levels. When analyzing signs “there is an understanding that they are polysemic in their nature, as they are open to different interpretations depending on the individual” (Rhoades & Irani, 2008, p. 6). It is important to note that both researchers who conducted the study have profiles on Pinterest and fit the demographic profile of most site users. The researchers also have connections with the agriculture industry.

Results
Clear signs emerged from the collection of images. Among the agriculture pins, many iconic farm scenes incorporating fields, livestock, and farmers wearing jeans appeared, connoting traditional agriculture practices and hard work. The color palette consisted of naturally occurring colors, including warm hues like reds, yellows, greens, and tans, which elicit, at the connotative level, a sense of comfort, home, and happiness. While the majority of the pins in this grouping depicted lush fields, they were all overpowered by text. Contrasting colors drew attention to the words, making the pictures the afterthoughts to support the messages. Analysis of the text showed that the messages contained facts promoting the industrious nature of agriculture and the impacts it has on society. These play well into the images and colors supporting them denotatively and connotatively. All of the terms portrayed a feeling of “farming as livelihood.”  With the current push for agricultural advocacy, these images play right in line with the current ideology of agriculturalists.

The signs in the farm images took the agrarian ideal further. The images included pastoral scenes with livestock and long, winding roads bordered by lush pastures. The majority of the images showed a red barn. At the denotative level, these signs elicit the response of farm and rural living. Taken deeper at the connotative level, we find the ideal feeling of simple, peaceful life in the country. These images also play on stereotypes of rural America: animals in pastures of bright green grass. All the animals in the images face the viewer, lending a welcoming feeling. Several of the images show “mother and child” relationships, such as a cow and her calf and a ewe and her lamb. At the deeper level, these images anthropomorphize animals by applying to them human familial and domestic ties. This concept is furthered by images of a cow in a kitchen doorway and a goat on a kitchen table, connoting these animals as part of the family. Images of chickens and egg collection were common, signifying the ideology of agrarianism and living off the land. These images clearly depict “farming as lifestyle.”

Discussion
As consumers continue to use tools like Pinterest to make sense of society, it is important for agriculturalists to understand what images and meanings are being disseminated and are thus defining the common sociocultural understanding of the industry. The majority of the agriculture images were geared toward advocacy and seemed to play to a more industry-based audience, while the farm images were very bucolic and played to consumers’ iconic interpretation of agrarian life. This contrast between “farm as livelihood” and “farm as lifestyle” remains a major ideological hurdle for agriculture advocates. As communicators seek ways to use such tools to support their messages, it may behoove them to use simpler, less technical terms when categorizing visual Web content in order to reach a broader—and potentially more influential—audience. The search also revealed that traditional images of farming and rural life thrive in the visual Web; these iconic visuals remain the industry’s closest tie to its consumers.
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