Animal Welfare Framing on Twitter: How Social Media Messages Bridge the Gap between the Protein Industry and Consumers

Introduction/Need for Research
The animal agricultural industry is under increasing scrutiny by consumers regarding its ethics related to animal welfare (Mckendree et al., 2014; Croney et al., 2012). Consumers question modern, large-scale practices, citing concerns such as animal well-being, food safety, worker conditions and environmental impacts (Fraser, 2001). While agricultural organizations and businesses try to address negative messages about agriculture, specifically animal production, consumers remain apprehensive (Abrams & Meyers, 2012). Adding to the complexity of the situation, consumers in the millennial generation receive much of their news and information regarding “hot topics,” such as animal welfare, through social media platforms (American Press Institute, 2015), and Mckendree et al. (2014) reported that consumers use the internet most often (yet still relatively rarely) when they seek information about animal welfare. Therefore, social media provides animal protein companies with an effective platform to reach current consumers. Still, little empirical data exist on successful social media strategies for educating consumers about emotion-laden topics like animal welfare.
To address this issue, researchers conducted a content analysis of the Twitter efforts of the top five U.S. protein companies (Watrous, 2013) and their audiences to establish a baseline of the current status of Twitter efforts in the industry. The objectives of this study were to (1) identify common topics and persuasive frames relating to animal welfare within the each companies’ Twitter account originating from the companies and/or from the outside audience and (2) determine if social media messages on the top five-animal protein-producing companies’ Twitter accounts articulated key messages that were also listed on the companies’ web pages.

Theoretical Framework
Message frames are the lens consumers use to view animal welfare related information. Message framing involves the selection and translation of information to define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and suggest remedies (Entman, 1993), and this approach has become widely used by public relation professionals in branding (Hallanah, 2009). Message framing—often connected to the use of carefully chosen words, phrases, and descriptions—can be used to clarify messages but also is sometimes used in a negative manner to cloud messages by conjuring unpleasant connotations in audiences’ minds (Perloff, 2008). Debate continues about the social responsibility, growth and overall sustainability of the current prevailing model of large-scale animal production (Croney et al., 2012). Transparency is often demanded of animal agricultural systems, and this demand often drives the direction of industry practices. It is important for the protein industry to communicate scientifically grounded messages about the interactions between animals and society (Mckendree et al, 2014).

Methods
In a content analysis approach, (Krippendorf (2013), the five companies’ tweets relating to animal welfare were identified and collected using Sysomos Search (Sysomos, 2017). Sysomos allows users to collect both social and traditional media conversations and creates detailed reports on conversation sentiments, demographics, geography, and key influencers on platforms such as Twitter (Wickstrom & Specht, 2016). The search focused on the most recent six months’ worth of data available (November 2016-May 2017). The search strings (“welfare” OR “care” OR “handling” OR “rights” OR “animal”) AND (@company name) and (“animal” AND :company name) were utilized. Coders further analyzed the tweet set for animal agriculture-related words, including animal handling, animal welfare and animal confinement. In total, 158 tweets were included in the final data set to be coded. In a thematic analysis, the tweets were categorized based on pre-existing topics identified in the literature (see Abrams & Meyers, 2016) and emerging topics, frames, and tone. Two researchers coded the data set independently, using NVivo 11 data analysis software, using a constant comparative approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), reconciling differences post-analysis to improve qualitative reliability. 

Results
	Only three tweets related to animal welfare topics and originating from the five companies were identified among the Twitter traffic in the six-month period. Those three were retweeted only 28 times. No tweets were found in which the companies directly addressed an audience member. The topics among the companies’ three Twitter post focused on animal welfare, policy, and animal feed, and all three stayed true to the most common persuasive frame, which was being recognized as an industry leader. Cargill and Smithfield, the only two companies to produce tweets, were able to communicate key animal welfare frames, such as being an animal welfare industry leader and having strong animal welfare policies, in both their tweets. The other 155 tweets consisted of audience members tweeting at or mentioning one of the five companies. The audience members also communicated the industry leader, animal care vs. profit and zero tolerance for abuse frames. The tones toward the industry’s production practices (positive, neutral or negative), played a role in defining the audience members’ key messages. Cargill’s and JBS’s audiences produced the most positive tweets, while Tyson Foods’ mentions were predominantly negative.
Conclusion
The rarity of corporate Tweets was a surprising finding, considering the public call for corporate transparency (Croney et al., 2012). Tweets from those outside the corporations tended to focus on policy, animal welfare, and abuse. Being recognized as an industry leader was a common frame in posts from outside the companies, which could be viewed as a success for the protein industry, though some of the posts were negative regarding this theme. The three corporate tweets did, in fact, coincide with themes identified in the corporate websites, which showed an attempt to communicate consistent messages across media, but the minimal number of tweets negated the usefulness of this finding. Tweets from outside the companies were varied in terms of topic and frame, but JBS and Cargill’s audience tweets were predominantly neutral or positive.

Implications/Recommendations
The surprising dearth of tweets from the protein companies warrants further investigation. If not being proactive with social media communications about animal welfare is a planned strategy, then this strategy, which runs counter to most academic advice (see Mckendree et al. 2014), needs to be examined and evaluated. Further research should include matching these content analysis results with the existing communication strategies of each company, as social media is a recommended medium to help address the communications gape between protein companies and consumers (Mckendree et al, 2014; Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Determining whether or not corporate communication strategies are being accurately executed could lead to a streamlined channel of communication between companies and consumers. 
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