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Eye Can See Clearly Now: 
Applications of Eye-Tracking Technology in Agricultural Communications Research

•	Visual attention is a powerful indicator for understanding how individuals consume 
media sources (Wedel & Pieters, 2008). 

•	Through the use of eye-tracking technology, researchers can collect information on a 
viewer’s attentive behavior (Duchowski, 2017). 

•	Eye-tracking in agricultural communications can be used to measure attention, recall, 
and information retention related to agricultural messages in different forms of media 
(Leggette, Rice, Carraway, Baker, & Conner, 2018). 

•	Fixations are a metric tabulated by the software when the eye briefly pauses and 
lingers on an object. 

•	Number of fixations, which describe the quantity of fixations allocated toward 
a specific object, is a measurement generally understood to reflect the level of 
cognitive processing (Duchowski, 2017). 

•	Areas of interest are specific zones the researcher delineates to characterize a 
construct within the provided stimuli, and the eye movements between these 
targeted regions are regarded as scanpaths (Duchowski, 2017).

To conduct the eye-tracking 
experiment, participants are 

instructed to sit in front of a computer 
monitor. Participants should have 

normal or corrected-to-normal vision 
and can wear glasses throughout the 

process. 

Once seated, the eye-tracking 
hardware and software must be 

calibrated, a process achieved by 
having the participant follow a moving 
dot with their eyes, which enables the 

eye-tracker to measure the precise 
path of eye movement.

After calibration, participants view the 
stimuli according to the study’s design. 

Eye-tracking allows for a variety of 
media to be used including pictures, 

videos, text, and websites. 

External to the eye-tracking 
solution, survey instruments can be 
incorporated into the study design 

before and/or after viewing the stimuli 
to provide researchers an even deeper 

understanding of the data. 

•	Leggette et al. (2018) found a lack of published eye-tracking research in agricultural 
communications, recommending the discipline explore how the technology can be used in 
research designs. 

•	As agricultural communicators rely on a variety of media inputs to connect with the 
public, it is important to understand how the public interacts with those sources. 

•	Nearly any type of visual media can be used in eye-tracking research, a feature that 
benefits the design of engaging messages that capture consumers’ attention.

•	Eye-tracking equipment is a significant investment, ranging from $20,000 to $35,000. 

•	Several companies offer different models from wearable glasses to hardware mounted 
on a computer screen. 

•	A dedicated lab room and computer, as well as training for those conducting eye-
tracking research, are also necessary. 

•	In addition, eye-tracking research takes a large amount of time and resources to 
develop and conduct studies. Researchers should utilize calendar scheduling to arrange 
participants in line with lab and researcher availability.

Traditional Metrics
•	Several studies related to agricultural communications have been completed (Fischer, 

2017; Lierle, 2017; Metzger, 2018; Redwine et al., 2018)

•	At Texas Tech University, researchers have conducted a study assessing how 
consumers navigate the Maschoff’s pork production website. Current research is using 
eye-tracking to analyze visual attention toward clean labels on food products.

Results to Date

Cost/Resources Needed

References

Duchowski, A. T. (2017). Eye tracking methodology: Theory and practice (3rd ed.). London, England: Springer International Publishing. doi:10.1007/978-3-319-57883-5

Fischer, L. G. (2017). Examining the role of motivational salience, issue involvement, and pre-existing attitudes on selective attention and attitude strength to advertisements (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from https://ttu-ir.tdl.org/
handle/2346/73213

Leggette, H., Rice, A., Carraway, C., Baker, M., & Conner, N. (2018). Applying eye-tracking research in education and communication to agricultural education and communication: A review of literature. Journal of Agricultural Education, 59(2), 
79–108. doi:10.5032/jae.2018.02079

Lierle, A. (2017). The view: An eye-tracking study of print advertisements (Master's thesis).  Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database (Order No. 10685394).

Metzger, R. (2018). Understanding the effect of seal size in non-GMO food advertisements and measuring consumer attitudes toward GMOs (Master's thesis). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database (Order No. 
10815221). 

Redwine, T. D., Nielsen, S. N., Roberts, L. N., Rogers, T. J., McKim, B. R., & Rutherford, T. A. (2018). Visualizing visual literacy: Using heat maps to illustrate potential differences in gaze behavior in agricultural communications students. In A. 
Thoron & J. C. Bunch (Eds.), American Association for Agricultural Education Proceedings of the Annual National Research Conference (pp. 456–467). Charleston, SC: American Assoication for Agricultural Education.

Wedel, M., & Pieters, R. (Eds.). (2008). Visual marketing: From attention to action. New York: Taylor & Francis Group. doi:10.4324/9780203809617

This material is based upon work that is supported by the 
National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, under award number 2017-70001-25991.

Introduction/Need for Innovation

To Conduct Eye-Tracking

Experiments should be conducted 
with a limited amount of media 

stimuli as eye-tracking produces a 
large amount of data.

Labs should be free of distractions, 
and researchers should take care 
to shield computers from direct 

sunlight. 

Researchers should invest time 
to learn the applications of eye-

tracking and receive proper 
training for operating the 

technology. 

Researchers should design their 
study to avoid participant fatigue 
and schedule such participants to 

avoid researcher fatigue in the lab. 

An entry questionnaire should 
be completed before scheduling 
the eye-tracking session to avoid 
collecting data from participants 

not part of the population of 
interest.

Best Practices

•	Establishing partnerships with other units on campus that have this technology may 
serve as an opportunity for researchers to gain access while mitigating costs. 

•	Professionals with expertise in the programming of the hardware are invaluable 
resources of knowledge for those new to the methodology. 

•	The research stemming from such collaborations may also afford the field with fresh 
perspectives and novel approaches to communication-based empirical inquiries. 

Advice to Get Started


