Dairy Divided: Informational Environments in Dairy Coverage Across U.S. News Media

Introduction

The media plays a central role in shaping how the public understands complex topics such as agriculture, especially for individuals without direct experience (Derksen, 2018). For many people, news coverage is a primary source of agricultural information (Wachenheim & Rathge, 2000). The dairy industry has become a focus of public discussion on topics such as animal welfare, environmental sustainability, and health (Boar et al., 2020; Clark et al., 2017; Vigors, 2019), influencing consumer demand and policy. Despite its economic and societal significance (Emond, 2019; Rozenberg et al., 2015), understanding of dairy is often shaped more by media narratives than experience. In the modern media landscape, individuals often choose news outlets aligned with their ideological views (Stroud, 2011), resulting in distinct informational environments. These environments can lead to vastly different portrayals of the same issue. While previous research has explored agricultural coverage around specific events (Buddle & Bray, 2019; Lawson & Meyers, 2020; Vigors, 2019), few have examined routine industry coverage across outlets. This study addresses this gap, analyzing national news coverage to understand how dairy is framed across the media landscape and how these portrayals shape public perception. 

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on agenda setting (McCombs, 2005) and framing theory (Entman, 1993). Agenda setting explains how the media influences not just what people think, but what they think about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Framing theory focuses on how the media highlights specific actors or causes to guide interpretation (Entman, 1993). Entman’s (1993) framing functions include defining issues, assigning cause, moral evaluation, and defining solutions. These functions allow framing to influence how news consumers assign responsibility, judge industries like dairy, and form opinions about responses. Together, these theories guide analysis of how news content informs interpretation. This study applies these theories to identify clusters reflecting different framing patterns, subjects, sources, and news outlets. 

Purpose/Objectives

The purpose of this research was to examine the informational environments present in U.S. national news coverage of the dairy industry and identify the different narratives being presented. The following objectives guided this research:
RO1: Compare dominant subject matter across informational environments in dairy coverage.  
RO2: Analyze differences in moral evaluations across informational environments.  
RO3: Examine variance in outside source usage across informational environments.  
RO4: Explore how major U.S. news outlets are represented across informational environments.  

Methods

A content analysis of 282 news pieces about the dairy industry across 8 major U.S. outlets was conducted because of its proven effectiveness in identifying focuses and trends in written communication (Columbia University, 2023). Chosen based on their expansive reach (Pew Research Center, 2023), articles and transcripts of video content from January 1, 2019 to December 31, 2023 from ABC (f = 12, 4.3%), CBS (f = 16, 5.7%), CNN (f = 67, 23.8%), Fox News (f = 21, 7.4%), MSNBC (f = 13, 4.6%), NBC (f = 12, 4.3%), New York Times (f = 97, 34.4%), and USA Today (f = 44, 15.6%) were used for analysis. The limited scope of news outlets is one limitation of this methodology. Relevant pieces were identified using Nexis Uni with the key words “dairy” and “dairy AND farming”. Each piece was coded for its dominant subject, use of outside sources, and presence or absence of Entman’s (1993) moral evaluation framing function. Prior research identified emotional appeal and source credibility as core techniques for driving attitudinal and behavioral change (Bhatia, 2019; Xie et al., 2022), informing the coding scheme for this study. Use of outside sources was recorded using a list of credible sources adapted from a prior study (Krause et al., 2016), consisting of farmers, public officials, industry officials, governmental organizations, non-governmental organizations, and medical professionals. The code book underwent a panel review prior to coder training, which included an in-depth review and explanation of both the code sheet and code book. Following a pilot study, Krippendorff’s  for moral evaluation ( = .83), dominant subject ( = .96), and source usage ( = 1.0) indicated intercoder reliability on all variables. 

Data Analysis

To identify informational environments, a two-step, hierarchical cluster analysis (HCA) was performed in SPSS using outlet affiliation and the three coded variables (i.e., subject, moral evaluation, source usage).  The analysis used Ward’s method for cluster linkage and squared Euclidean distance to produce a dendrogram, which suggested five distinct clusters representing unique combinations of message features (Everitt et al., 2011). These clusters were interpreted as the informational environments present in coverage. The second HCA assigned each news piece to one of the five clusters (Everitt et al., 2011). To address the study’s research objectives, cross tabulations and chi-square tests were conducted to examine how subjects, moral evaluations, sources, and outlet affiliation varied across the identified environments. The results of these analyses are outlined by variable, while the interpretations of the characteristics of each cluster are presented as conclusions creating a qualitative picture of each environment.  

Results

RO1: Compare dominant subject matter across informational environments in dairy coverage.  

	Subject matter varied across the five clusters, as presented in Table 1 below. Cluster 1 emphasized dairy demand (f = 16, 25.4%) but lacked coverage of economic impacts (f = 2, 3.2%). Laws and policies dominated cluster 2 (f = 12, 24.0%), which lacked any coverage of environmental impacts. Cluster 3 dedicated the most coverage to dairy demand (f = 12, 21.8%). Cluster 4 also prioritized dairy demand (f = 20, 26.3%) and dedicated a large amount of coverage to laws and policies (f = 16, 21.1%). Lastly, cluster 5 emphasized farm failures (f = 12, 31.6%) and dedicated no coverage to farm accidents, health impacts, or laws and policies. Farm failure (χ2 = 16.75, p < .05) and laws and policies (χ2 = 11.40, p < .05) were the only two subjects that differed significantly by cluster. 

Table 1
Dominant subjects within each cluster
	
	Cluster 1
	Cluster 2
	Cluster 3
	Cluster 4
	Cluster 5

	Subject
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Animal welfare
	7
	11.1
	5
	10.0
	1
	1.8
	5
	6.6
	4
	10.5

	Dairy demand
	16
	25.4
	7
	14.0
	12
	21.8
	20
	26.3
	7
	18.4

	Economic impacts
	2
	3.2
	6
	12.0
	5
	9.1
	5
	6.6
	4
	10.5

	Environmental impacts
	5
	7.9
	0
	0.0
	5
	9.1
	9
	11.8
	4
	10.5

	Farm accidents
	3
	4.8
	1
	2.0
	6
	10.9
	2
	2.6
	0
	0.0

	Farm failure
	3
	4.8
	6
	12.0
	8
	14.5
	7
	9.2
	12
	31.6

	Farm success
	3
	4.8
	4
	8.0
	2
	3.6
	1
	1.3
	4
	10.5

	Health impacts
	8
	12.7
	4
	8.0
	5
	9.1
	2
	2.6
	0
	0.0

	Laws and policies
	11
	17.5
	12
	24.0
	7
	12.7
	16
	21.1
	0
	0.0

	Operational characteristics
	5
	7.9
	5
	10.0
	4
	7.3
	7
	9.2
	3
	7.9



RO2: Analyze differences in moral evaluations across informational environments.  

The presence of moral evaluations across clusters is presented in Table 2. Cluster 1 had the highest rate of moral evaluations (f = 22, 34.9%), while cluster 5 had the lowest (f = 6, 15.8%). 

Table 2
Moral evaluations within each cluster
	
	Cluster 1
	Cluster 2
	Cluster 3
	Cluster 4
	Cluster 5

	Moral Evaluation
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Present
	22
	34.9
	15
	30.0
	10
	18.2
	14
	18.4
	6
	15.8

	Absent
	41
	65.1
	35
	70.0
	45
	81.8
	62
	81.6
	32
	84.2



RO3: Examine variance in outside source usage across informational environments.  

	The use of farmers, both farmers and other sources, only non-farmer sources, and no outside sources all varied very significantly across clusters (Farmers: χ2 = 216.55, p < .001; Both: χ2 = 137.79, p < .001; Other: χ2 = 244.99, p < .001; None: χ2 = 236.45, p < .001) and are shown in Table 3. Clusters 2 and 5 relied almost exclusively on farmers as sources (f = 48, 96.0%; f = 38, 100.0%). Cluster 1 used mostly non-farmer sources (f = 62, 98.4%). Cluster 3 tended to mix the two types of sources (f = 31, 56.4%), while cluster 4 rarely used any outside sources (f = 72, 94.7%).

Table 3
Use of outside sources within each cluster
	
	Cluster 1
	Cluster 2
	Cluster 3
	Cluster 4
	Cluster 5

	Outside source usage
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Farmers
	1
	1.6
	48
	96.0
	16
	29.1
	1
	1.3
	38
	100.0

	Farmers and others
	0
	0.0
	1
	2.0
	31
	56.4
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0

	Only others
	62
	98.4
	1
	2.0
	2
	3.6
	3
	3.9
	0
	0.0

	None
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0
	6
	10.9
	72
	94.7
	0
	0.0



RO4: Explore how major U.S. news outlets are represented across informational environments.  

CBS (χ2 = 22.50, p < .001), CNN (χ2 = 34.20, p < .001), MSNBC (χ2 = 20.39, p < .001), NBC (χ2 = 15.56, p < .05), New York Times (χ2 = 104.51, p < .001), and USA Today (χ2 = 181.05, p < .001) varied significantly across clusters. The breakdown of outlets within each cluster is outlined in Table 4. Cluster 1 was led by New York Times (f = 30, 47.6%) and CNN (f = 22, 34.9). Almost half (f = 23, 46.0%) of cluster 2 consisted of CNN pieces. Cluster 3 was dominated by USA Today (f = 41, 74.5%), and cluster 5 was almost entirely (f = 37, 97.4) composed of New York Times content. Cluster 4 featured moderate coverage from New York Times (f = 21, 27.6%), CNN (f = 15, 19.7%), and Fox News (f = 11, 14.5%). 

Table 4 
News outlets within each cluster
	
	Cluster 1
	Cluster 2
	Cluster 3
	Cluster 4
	Cluster 5

	Outlet
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	ABC
	4
	6.3
	1
	2.0
	0
	0.0
	6
	7.9
	1
	2.6

	CBS
	0
	0.0
	9
	18.0
	1
	1.8
	6
	7.9
	0
	0.0

	CNN
	22
	34.9
	23
	46.0
	7
	12.7
	15
	19.7
	0
	0.0

	Fox News
	4
	6.3
	6
	12.0
	0
	0.0
	11
	14.5
	0
	0.0

	MSNBC
	0
	0.0
	3
	6.0
	0
	0.0
	10
	13.2
	0
	0.0

	NBC
	0
	0.0
	5
	10.0
	0
	0.0
	7
	9.2
	0
	0.0

	New York Times
	30
	47.6
	3
	6.0
	6
	10.9
	21
	27.6
	37
	97.4

	USA Today
	3
	4.8
	0
	0.0
	41
	74.5
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0



Conclusions

The findings revealed five distinct informational environments within national dairy coverage. Grounded in agenda setting and framing theory, these environments highlight how media determine both what aspects of dairy receive attention and how those aspects appear to the public. Each environment reflects a unique combination of topics, emotional appeals, sources, and outlet representation, offering different experiences depending on media exposure. These environments function like audience personas for media, suggesting what consumers may learn about dairy and how they interpret the industry’s role in society.  

1) Institutional Framing, Expert-Led: This environment, led by the New York Times and CNN, features stories dominated by policy and supply-chain related issues, often framed from a systemic or institutional perspective. Content in this environment rarely includes farmers as sources, opting for government officials or scientists instead. The likely takeaway for an audience member 1 is the dairy industry is controlled mainly by public policy and market forces, with some space for ethical considerations. 

2) Farmer-Led Policy Advocacy: With CBS and CNN as its largest players, nearly all stories in this environment were sourced directly from farmers, with a focus on laws, policies, and the economic side of dairy farming. The relatively high utilization of farmer voices gives this environment a grassroots tone, while the dedication to coverage of farm challenges implies advocacy for reform within the industry. For a consumer, the main takeaway is farmers are at the center of the economic uncertainty of dairy farming and rely on policy change as an avenue for navigating their struggles. 

3) Mixed Sources, Mixed Messages: This environment, dominated by USA Today presents a balanced blend of subject matter with a slightly higher focus on dairy demand and farm failure and accidents, regularly using both farmers and non-farmers as sources. This environment very rarely provides a moral evaluation, and combined with its diverse source usage, provides informative, balanced narratives. Consumers are left with the understanding that dairy is a complex industry shaped by both internal and external forces. 

4) Minimalist Reporting, Broad Topic Spread: This environment is the most diverse in outlets and covers a wider range of topics than most, with slight emphasis on dairy demand and policy. Its nearly nonexistent use of both farmers and non-farmers as sources suggests a minimalist, traditional reporting style of news with little interpretations or room for personal perspectives and a strict focus on the facts. Consumers of this environment take away facts and updates about the dairy industry with little context or emotional attachment to its issues. 

5) Crisis Framing, Farmer Testimony: This environment, almost exclusively New York Times, focuses on farm failures more than any other and features strictly farmers as outside sources. It presents no coverage on health impacts, farm accidents, or laws and policies, indicating prioritization of showcasing the hardship and distress on those directly involved and little emphasis on any indirect effects of dairy farming. This environment leaves its consumers with the idea that the dairy industry is facing crisis and struggling with forces beyond its control, emphasizing farmer voices should be heard. 

Recommendations

	Future research should explore how exposure to each of these informational environments shapes public attitudes toward dairy, especially across different ideological groups. An audience segmentation study could assess how framing and source inclusion influence trust and perception, as well as what audience groups are attracted to each environment. Additionally, this method of exploring communication environments could be used in other areas, such as websites about sustainability or advocacy campaigns, to understand how communicators are setting the stage for people to learn about different topics. Communicators should avoid adhering content to ideology or audience expectations, and instead prioritize diverse perspectives that reflect the complexity of the industry. Collaborations between agricultural communicators with news outlets could help eliminate discrepancies between industry realities and public understanding. Lastly, these findings inform the dairy industry of what issues are most important to the public, offering an opportunity to evaluate current practices and make improvements that could strengthen transparency, trust, and long-term public support. 
References

Bhatia, T. K. (2019). Emotions and language in advertising. World Englishes and Cross-Cultural Advertising, 38(3), 435-449. https://doi.org/10.1111/weng.12420 

Buddle, E. A. & Bray, H. J. (2019). How farm animal welfare issues are framed in the Australian media. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 32, 357-376. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-019-09778-z  

Content analysis method and examples: Columbia public health. Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health. (2023). https://www.publichealth.columbia.edu/research/population-health-methods/content-analysis

Derksen, B. (2018). Social media and the dairy industry. American Dairymen. https://www.americandairymen.com/articles/social-media-and-dairy-industry 

Emond, C. (2019). Contribution of dairying in improving the economic status of farmers: The IDF perspective. Indian Dairyman, 71(3), 6-10. 
 https://indiandairyassociation.org/uploads/publications/id/ID_V71_No3_Curtain-Raiser-Lecture.pdf 

Entman, R. M. (1993). Framing: Towards clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal of Communication, 43(4), 51-58.  doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01304.x

Everitt, B. S., Landau, S., Leese, M., & Stahl, D. (2011). Cluster Analysis. John Wiley & Sons.  

Krause, A., Meyers, C., Irlbeck, E., & Chambers, T. (2016). What side are you on? An examination of the persuasive message factors in Proposition 37 videos on Youtube. Journal of Applied Communications, 100(3), 8. https://doi.org/10.4148/1051-0834.123 

Lawson, C. R. & Meyers, C. (2020). Country crisis: A content analysis of rural opioid epidemic news coverage. Journal of Applied Communications, 104(2), 8. https://doi.org/10.4148/1051-0834.2315 

McCombs, M. (2005). A look at agenda-setting: Past, present, and future. Journalism Studies, 6(4), 543-557. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616700500250438

McCombs, M. E. & Shaw, D. L. (1972). The agenda-setting function of mass media. Public Opinion Quarterly, 36(2), 176-187. https://doi.org/10.1086/267990

Pew Research Center. (2023). Cable News Fact sheet. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/cable-news/

Rozenberg, S., Body, J., Bruyere, O., Bergmann, P., Brandi, M. L., Cooper, C., Devogelear, J., Gielen, E., Goemaere, S., Kaufman, J., Rizzoli, R., & Reginster, J. (2015). Effects of dairy products consumption on health: Benefits and beliefs- A commentary from the Belgian bone club and the European Society for Clinical and Economic Aspects of Osteoporosis, Osteoarthritis and Musculoskeletal Diseases. Calcified Tissue International, 98, 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00223-015-0062-x  

Stroud, N. J. (2011). Niche news: The politics of news choice. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199755509.001.0001

Vigors, B. (2019). Citizens’ and farmers’ framing of ‘positive animal welfare’ and the implications for framing positive welfare in communication. Animals, 9(4), 147. DOI:10.3390/ani9040147  

Wachenheim, C. J. & Rathge, R. W. (2000). Societal perceptions of agriculture. North Dakota State University. DOI: 10.22004/ag.econ.23541

Xie, W., Damiano, A., & Jong, C. (2022). Emotional appeals and social support in organizational YouTube videos during COVID-19. Telematics and Informatics Reports, 8, 100028. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2022.100028 



1

