Corporate Positions on Animal Welfare: A Content Analysis of Protein 
Companies’ Web Pages

Introduction/Need for Research
Most consumers shape opinions and concerns about animal welfare with little or no direct knowledge of, or experience with, animal production practices (Abrams & Meyers, 2012). As technologies have advanced in both animal production practices and in public communications, information on how livestock are raised and processed into protein foods has become available to consumers on a multitude of media platforms. One common way for animal protein companies to reach their consumers directly is through providing information on their corporate websites. While the volume of online content and the reach of web-based activities continue to grow rapidly, the web, for most corporate actions, remains a mainstay tool for communicating with consumers (Symonenko, 2007). With this fact in mind, it is important for communications professionals and decision-making executives to use web content to address and respond to social issues, such as a public concern for animal welfare, in the most truthful and transparent manner possible (Lobao & Meyer, 2001). Therefore, examining the current content on protein companies’ websites provides a baseline for understanding the current state of corporate communications about animal welfare so improvements in public communications can be made.
The purpose of this study was to identify and describe the nature of corporate positions on animal welfare available on the websites of the top five meat-producing companies in the U.S by (1) identifying common topics in each company’s animal welfare content, (2) identifying the persuasive frames used by each company, and (3) identifying key terminology related to production and processing practices used in the corporate positions.

Theoretical Framework
As the protein industry faces increased pressure to maintain a transparent production system, public perceptions of animal agriculture practices have often driven the direction of the industry (Coombs, 1998). Unfortunately for protein companies, consumers report not having a primary source of animal welfare information (McKendree, Croney, & Windmar, 2014). Still, for most businesses, including those in the protein industry, persuasion strategies are of utmost importance in forming and proliferating socially acceptable standards and, eventually, changing or maintaining business practices (Coombs, 1998). One persuasion technique in corporate communication efforts such as website content is framing. Framing involves selecting aspects of a situation and making them more prominent to audiences through narrative that serves four functions: define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and/or suggest remedies (Entman, 1993). Message frames determine what content is relevant to an audience to define the roles of those involved; to outline relevant beliefs, actions, and values; to determine the language used to discuss the topic; and to outline the values and goals of the content area (Perloff, 2008; Hertog & McLeod, 2001). Characteristics affecting framing include the subject, the angle, the balance, and the tone of the news story.

Methodology
In the context of this study, content analysis methods allowed researchers to describe and dissect website contents to disclose the topics, frames and terminology used to make up animal welfare key messages. The method involves a systematic reading of a body of text, images, and symbolic matter (Krippendorff, 2012). The companies chosen as subjects of this research were the top five animal protein producing companies in the U.S. in terms of annual sales by multiple surveys and reports (Watrous, 2013). All the companies maintained a dedicated a page or pages on their websites devoted to providing information on corporate animal welfare positions and practices. These web pages were the appropriate unit of measurement, as they represented each company’s corporate-wide position on animal welfare. Following a combined deductive and inductive approach to identify thematic topics, frames, and terminology, researchers began the analysis with a partially constructed codebook containing codes initially developed based upon animal production-related frames identified by Abrams and Meyers (2012).

Results
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Each company dedicated a portion of its main animal welfare content to explaining to consumers the company’s core values and goals concerning animal care. Seven thematic topics were identified in the main animal welfare content of the five companies’ sites. Each of the companies took a general approach to the topics, most commonly citing policy and a commitment to animal welfare. Each company used a particular set of frames to mold individual animal welfare messages for consumers. It appears to have been important that the companies lead consumers to the conclusion that their company was an industry leader in animal welfare and that the company valued animal care vs. profit, as these were easily the most cited frames across the companies’ website content. Finally, the key terminologies identified were animal production practice related. Eighteen common, emergent terms were identified. Of those, animal handling and humane were the most cited terms, supporting the idea that companies place an emphasis on the ethical portrayal of their animal practices. The companies were diverse and not unified in the terminology they used to refer to emotion-laden concepts, such as slaughter and harvest.

Conclusion
As consumers report not having a reliable source of information regarding animal welfare practices (McKendree et al., 2014), a more united message across the animal protein industry would provide consumers with consistent sources of information. When communicating an animal welfare idea to consumers, using company policies, frames, terminology, and topics as portrayed on the website will create a more fluid and consistent message less likely to be lost in translation. There appears to be room for improvement in terms of developing unified messages, framing, and terminology across the industry in communications about animal welfare.

Implications/Recommendations
Communications professionals at each company should use the results of this analysis as an evaluative tool to determine if the web content related to animal welfare actually communicates the companies’ animal welfare messages as they were intended to be communicated. Repetition of key frames, focus on key topics, and use of advantageous terminology are all important strategies that can benefit from the results of this content analysis in agricultural media (Provencher, 2016). The comparative nature of this study may guide industry communicators on how to be more consistent in industry-wide messaging about animal welfare. Further research should include matching these content analysis results with the existing communication strategies of each company. More content analysis studies should be conducted on animal protein companies’ other media outlets, such as social media. Also, further studies should be conducted to compare the presence of frames, topics and terminology in news coverage to determine the effectiveness of web based communication on media relations.
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