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ABSTRACT 

This research was a phenomenological inquiry examining the root of visual 

vocabularies of agricultural symbols of graphic communicators. The investigation was 

divided into three phases. The first stage was a symbolism/semantics content analysis and 

coding of a series of children's pictorial books known as Little Golden Books. Step two 

consisted of personal interviews with ten graphic communicators outside the field of 

Agricultural Communications. I examined their visual vocabulary of agriculture during a 

semi-structured interview and utilized photo-elicitation techniques with images from the 

Little Golden Books to further understand their point of view. The final stage involved the 

same ten graphic communicators’ perceptions of agricultural symbols. The participants 

were asked to create, i.e., draw, design, or photograph their idea of a farm.  

 The images of the Little Golden Books, interviews and the photo-elicitation 

project produced by the graphic communicators were viewed through the lens of 

semantics.  

Keywords: Symbols, semantics, icons, visual language, agriculture, phenomenological, 

photo elicitation, graphic elicitation, art-based research 
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CHAPTER I  
INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

 
A revolution driven by new, emerging media is raging around us. Social media, 

instant information, eBooks, 24-hour news cycles, and streaming media content have 

changed how we get information, communicate, and live. Words are replaced by images, 

icons, and emojis. Established print newspapers are losing readership and advertising 

dollars and have shrunk in physical size, readership, and influence (Mierzejewska, Yim, 

Napoli, Lucas, & Al-Hasan, 2017). Cooke (2003) compared how newspaper front pages 

have changed since the rise of television and the internet and concluded that since 

television became popular, newspapers such as The New York Times have updated the 

front cover from a text-centric layout with few small photographs to a layout showing a 

“dynamic visual relationship between media” (p. 168) comprised of multiple images and 

much less text. In light of these trends, technical communicators like journalists need to 

think like graphic communicators and gamers to keep up with the trends of digital 

communications (Cooke, 2003). Through all the changes of the new media platforms, one 

thing has remained constant–images, symbols, and icons. No matter which media 

platforms diminishes, or which one takes its place, the necessity for images remains. The 

importance of images has never been greater. Kress and Leeuween (1996) went a step 

further and said visual literacy is a matter of existence in the workplace. 

Barthes (1967) called images our currency to communicate with the most 

significant percentage of the audience as possible. Symbols are the basis of learning and 

communication. Visual images were the first form of communication. In the Paleolithic 
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era, cave dwellers adorned the walls of their home with images. The Grotte Chauvet cave 

in France is a noteworthy example of cave paintings because it denotes the change from 

Neanderthals and early Homo sapiens in Europe with displays of over 420 images on its 

walls (Pettitt, 2008). The fantastic thing about the images in Grotte Chauvet was not only 

the age of the images, but the content. Pettitt, (2018) said “They were eating reindeer and 

drawing rhinos” (p. 614). The importance of the images of rhinos, who were not in their 

environment, was that the cave dwellers had visual memory that went beyond their daily 

existence. From cave walls, man moved to clay tablets, and written language was born in 

the form of cuneiform in present-day Iraq (Archeology, 2016). Throughout history, 

humans have been drawn to images, adorning their homes, churches, and public places 

with images that represent historical events, religion, and civic pride. Those images were 

likewise manifested in advertising and entertainment.  

Today, consumers are bombarded with visuals from a variety of media platforms. 

It is essential that graphic communicators understand how images effect consumers. 

Borgerson and Shroeder (2002) emphasized that those in the field of marketing have a 

great deal of power in shaping the perceptions in the world and need to use the power 

wisely and ethically. Additionally, industries must monitor their brands and the messages, 

including the visuals, that media sources report or face the consequences including 

threats to the industry’s survival because of the audiences’ perceptions (Borgerson & 

Shroeder, 2002).   

Visual language is not explicit and has distinctive meanings to different cultures 

or ethnic groups which make the task of communicating clearly difficult. Some symbols 

have universal meanings - road signs, poison warning labels, and ‘do not put your fingers 
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here or they will be chopped off’ symbols. Many images and icons can be interpreted in 

various ways depending on your worldview, culture, and experiences. Harrison (2003) 

noted that each community could have a different set of signs, such as the different 

meanings of color which is different in other parts of the world. Harrison (2003) used this 

example, red indicates mourning or loss in the Ivory Coast while it means procreation in 

India and means good luck and fortune in China. 

Graphic communicators are tasked with choosing iconic imagery in to 

communicate the meaning of narratives in a purely visual manner. Those images are first 

a product of their visual vocabulary and are then shaped by the proofing/creative process 

with input from stakeholders in their organizations, and the audiences the images are 

intended for. 

 Giorgis et al. (1999) defined visual vocabulary making meaning of images. I 

interpreted the meaning of visual vocabularies to account for the graphic communicators’ 

choice of images in their work. Not only do we construct meaning, graphic 

communicators use the images to transfer meaning to others. According to Bates (1979), 

If we trace this marvel to its beginning in human infancy, we will see that this 
particular work of art is a collage, put together out of a series of old parts that 
developed quite independently. This does not make the achievement any less 
wonderful. But it does begin to make it understandable (p. 1). 

I am a voracious reader. Much of my worldview originated from the pages of 

various genres of books. As a child, I began with children’s pictorial books. Those 

images that danced across the pages in my youth, materialize in my mind’s eye while 

working professionally. Those images ground me and give context to my past. I 

identified so completely to those images, they over-rode what I witnessed in real life. 
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There were no red barns, no black and white cows, or rolling hills in my actual 

childhood. My Dad and Grandpa wore jeans, western snap-button shirts, and Stetsons. 

They looked more like cowboys than the farmers in my children’s book. The agricultural 

icons in children's books had meaning to me although they were not congruent with the 

real-life images of agriculture I saw in my environment, much like the cave dwellers 

sketched rhinos on their walls in France while eating deer (Pettitt, 2008). 

Topic and Statement of Problem 

 
I was in a class with other agricultural communicators who expressed displeasure 

with the use of red barns, black and white cows, and the overalls worn by farmers in 

children's literature; more specifically pictorial books with more illustrations than text. 

They felt it was derogatory to agriculture. I was surprised they had an adverse reaction to 

images that I found grounding. "Barns are ‘comfort food' for travelers. They represent a 

tradition that connects us with the past. As long as a barn is standing, so is our past. If it's 

red, so much the better" (Collins, 2015, para. 2). I did not understand why these images 

were distasteful to them. If the goal is to communicate with the large groups of 

consumers of agricultural products, speaking their language could only be a good thing, 

right? 

My classmates had a point about the pitfalls of misrepresenting agriculture. After 

I explored literature on the topic of perceptions of agriculture, it was clear that irreparable 

damage has be done when misguided information and falsehoods are reported as fact. 

Consumers see agriculture and rural living through a pastoral fantasy lens. The Kellogg 

Foundation (2002), surveyed Americans randomly about their perceptions of rural 

America. 
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Respondents’ notions of rural America are dominated by images of the family 
farm, crops, and pastures. The three most common images of rural America for 
rural, suburban and urban respondents were farms and crops (32 percent), 
pastures (21 percent), and animals (12 percent). This very strong association of 
farming with rural America reflects the past when the vast majority of rural 
counties depended on farming as their primary source of income (p. 4). 

   

By using icons of pastoral fantasy complete with red barns, horse-drawn plows 

and uneducated farmers, consumers think the fantasy is real. They only know what they 

have seen (Lundy, Ruth, & Park, 2007). The organizations whose agendas are to destroy 

the reputations of industrial farming take advantage of the absence of knowledge in the 

consumers by utilizing out of context images of modern agricultural practices to shock 

consumers. 

Glaze, Edgar, Rhoades-Buck, and Rutherford (2017) conducted a study of the 

perceptions of college students, by using photographs. The reactions were hugely 

different. One image they used was a young man and older man tagging calves. The non-

agricultural participants thought the process was hurting the calf while the agricultural 

student thought it was normal. 

Other studies have examined pastoral fantasy. Lundy, Ruth, and Travis (2007) 

studied the impact of media on a group of undergraduates in a media research course 

about the perception of agriculture by viewing Napoleon Dynamite, a movie released in 

2004. They found that those with little or no experience with agriculture found it to be 

embarrassing to be associated with agriculture. The students did not relate to agriculture 

and thought it was boring (Lundy, et al., 2007) and they found that media does affect the 

perceptions of those in their study. 
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Specht and Tracy (2015) used a pastoral lens while examining nine agrarian films 

and determined that between 1950 and 1980, films portrayed agriculture as a 

‘wonderland.’ The images used in the films were permanently fixed into the ‘American 

cultural memory’. Specht and Tracy (2015) pointed out the meager amount of research 

that has been conducted concerning media content in agricultural communications. 

Because of the negative stereotypes of agriculture in media, agricultural 

communicators have to be vigilant to keep their brands in front of the curve of public 

opinion and control the narrative about their brand. Much has been written about the 

dangers in industrial farming. For an example of how misinformation can impact an 

industry, we only have to look to the 1989 controversy surrounding the use of Alar on 

apples. The apple industry was transformed almost overnight when a February 1989 

segment on the television news magazine, 60 Minutes, opened with correspondent, Ed 

Bradley, sitting in front of a screen with skull and crossbones over an apple projected on 

it (Rosen, 1990). Rosen (1990) described the lack of balance in the coverage and how the 

agricultural side was not represented, but the agenda of 60 Minutes was clear before a 

word was uttered, thanks to the graphic behind the host. A graphic communicator was 

asked to create that image to sum up what the news writers had already decided, Alar was 

death. 

Another example of how consumers’ perceptions were swayed by the media, 

which subsequently created a controversy, was the Pink Slime debacle. I remember 

watching this fiasco unfold on the network news. Every time the story was discussed, 

there was a factory scene where white-coated workers were scooping up a pink, 

gelatinous substance while the anchor re-hashed the story about the substance the beef 
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industry was feeding our children. Schultz (2012) reported in Advertising Age, the public 

relations war was lost in the controversy surrounding Pink Slime not because the product 

was unsafe, but because it simply ‘grossed out’ consumers. Pink Slime was the nickname 

that a USDA whistleblower dubbed the product known as lean, finely textured beef, 

which is a common additive to ground beef products (Schultz, 2012). A celebrity chef 

brought Pink Slime to the forefront on his television show which left the PR teams for 

beef scrambling. Schultz (2012) said the last straw was a segment by Dianne Sawyer on 

ABC World News that highlighted Pink Slime as it was used in school lunches and 

washed with ammonia. In retrospect, the president of the Gary Martin Group, a well-

known PR firm, blamed the PR strategy of the beef industry for allowing the media and 

others to define their product (Schultz, 2012). 

It is important to understand the perceptions of consumers about agricultural 

processes, but I think, more importantly, we need to understand the individuals who make 

the visuals view agriculture. Graphic communicators who create content for media are 

likely not trained agricultural communicators and have a view of agriculture from the last 

century. The education gap is not just an issue for consumers, but the creators of content 

also.  

This research explored the common images, symbols, and icons of agriculture in 

children’s pictorial books; examined how other graphic communicators view agriculture; 

and explored the influences that helped shape the visual vocabulary of graphic 

communicators. The purpose of this research was to examine the visual vocabularies of 

graphic communicators who were not trained as agricultural communicators. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 
This research project was guided by the theory of semiotics. Chandler (2017) 

succinctly defined semiotics as “the study of signs” (location 367, Kindle edition). 

However, that does not offer an in-depth explanation. Barthes (1967) described 

Saussure’s (1916) dyadic theory of semiology of the sign "signifier" and the meaning 

"signified". As an example, if you see a stop sign, and stop, that is the action of the 

dyadic theory. Saussure’s theory included any sign system, speech, music, and objects, 

basically anything that could convey meaning (Barthes, 1967). 

Peirce developed the triadic theory of semiotics which is consists of the three 

parts: the representatmen – the representation or icon; object – the object or thing 

represented; and interpretant – the sense made of the icon or representatmen (Chandler, 

2017). Using the stop sign example for the triadic theory, you see the stop sign, make 

sense that you must stop, and then stop. The added step of making sense completes the 

triadic theory.  

In the seminal work, Elements of Semiology, Barthes (1967) found that language 

is a sociological currency that helps us communicate and to buy creditability. Social 

context was important to Barthes meaning of semiology because the maybe an additional 

meaning (Chandler, 2017). A stop sign seen on an interior wall for the purpose of 

decoration is an example of a symbol out of its context and does not serve the same 

purpose as a stop sign placed at the intersection of a road. 

This research was based on semiotics because the images studied were symbols 

that could represent the idea of pastoral fantasy within the context of a story or could 

stand alone and continue to communicate meaning. The basis for theoretically framing a 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 

 
 

9 

study through semiotics is to make meaning of symbols that may or may not be grouped. 

What semiotics offers the research community is a set of tools to better index significance 

within certain environments (Cronin, 2000). Sebeok (2001) offered an explanation of 

signs, each have denotative (structure) and connotative (meaning) referents. Morris and 

Hamilton (1965) defined an iconic sign as “a sign whose sign vehicle possessed certain 

properties in common with the properties of those objects which the sign did or might 

denote” (p. 356). 

Speaking the actual language of consumers is vital to communication. But does 

their language ethically represent the industry as in the case of agriculture? Manning 

(2010) discussed semiotics of a brand. He pointed out how a brand and an icon are 

interchangeable, as a “brand is often deployed as an unexamined transparent proxy for 

the real object of analytical interest that lies elsewhere” (p. 34). Brands serve as the 

“semiotic figures” for companies on the world stage. The brand logo is a sign system for 

the company. If you see the ‘golden arches’ you know to expect a cheeseburger. If you 

see an apple with a bite taken out of the right side, you know which operating system that 

computer requires.  

Semiotics have been used in several studies about agriculture. Edgar and 

Rutherford (2012) examined the marketing packet used by a Texas Extension Agency 

through a semiotic lens. Tolbert and Rutherford (2009) conducted a semiotic analysis of 

food safety images in several national magazines. 
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Study Design 

 
This study consisted of three research phases. Respectively, the chapters were 

treated as separate entities, complete with literate reviews, findings, and conclusions. The 

chapters stand alone as independent entities, but also worked together, one building on 

the next, with common threads, visual communications and semiotics. 

Phase One. In the first phase, I conducted a Qualitative Content Analysis and 

codified images of agricultural pastoral fantasy from Little Golden Books. The purpose 

of the study was to identify the dominate pastoral images used in Little Golden Books 

which have potentially influenced three generations perspectives of agriculture. The 

following objectives that guided this study:  

1. Examine the dominant symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 
Golden Books. 

2. Analyze how the symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 
Golden Books have evolved since their early years of publication to today. 

 

Little Golden Books were chosen because they have been published for over 75 

years, starting in 1942 to the present. The books have been part of many Americans’ 

childhoods and are widely known. I chose this series of children’s pictorial books 

because I remember reading them as a child. Selected images from the analysis were 

chosen for a photo elicitation exercise in phase three.  

Phase Two. I interviewed 10 communicators for phases two and three in 

interviews that lasts approximately one hour each. Each participant was interviewed 

separately. The graphic communicators were educated outside the field of agricultural 

communications and were employed by either outside or in-house agencies. An outside 
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agency is an individual business and creates content for many companies representing 

various industries. An in-house agency operates as a department inside a company. The 

graphic communicators create content only for that business and are employees of the 

company. Both types of agencies have similar projects. Large companies will delegate 

the daily projects to their in-house agencies and turn to the outside agencies for major 

projects such as national advertising campaigns.  

As part of the recruitment process, I asked the participants to create or find an 

image of what a farm looks like and bring the image to their interview for a graphic 

elicitation exercise. The discussion about the graphic elicitation images were conducted 

first, after the introductions, and before we spoke about their perceptions of agriculture. 

The order of the interview was purposeful to not alter their opinions or cause the 

participants to give answers they thought I sought. The purpose of the exercise was to 

examine how they communicate a farm visually. The following research objectives 

guided my study: 

1. Identify the dominant agricultural icons in the images provided by the 
graphic communicators. 

2. Examine the relationships between agricultural experiences and the 
agricultural icons reported by the graphic communicators and how those 
experiences guided their images.  

 

I intentionally asked the participants to roughly sketch, photograph, or find an 

image that was the first one that entered their minds. I did not dictate what media they 

could use; those decisions were up to each participant.  

I call the first idea in a graphic project the ‘low hanging fruit’. It has been my 

experience, as a visual learner, spoken or read words conjure images in my mind to make 
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a meaning of the context. In the process of creating a design or illustration, the ‘low 

hanging fruit’ is the initial image that emerges. The image is rudimentary and more an 

icon that is representative than creative. This was the image that I chose to compare for 

the graphic elicitation exercise. 

Phase Three. This phase of the research consisted of semi-structured interviews 

conducted with the participants from phase two and a photo elicitation exercise to 

examine the participants’ perceptions of agriculture.  

The interviews were semi-structured, and I conducted a researcher-produced 

photo-elicitation exercise with pastoral fantasy images selected from the analysis of Little 

Golden Books in phase one, juxtaposed to photographs of modern agricultural practices. 

The 11 images were chosen to represent the different themes that emerged from the 

analysis. Eleven images of modern representations of farm settings and agricultural 

practices were chosen to stand in contrast with the illustrations.  

The following objectives guided this research:  

1. Examine the factors that influence the agricultural visual vocabularies of 
graphic communicators.  

2. Explore the responses graphic communicators had to agricultural images 
from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of modern 
agricultural practices.  

The purpose of this study was to compare the creative processes of the 

participants and their agencies, determine what influenced the participants understanding 

of agriculture, and examine the graphic communicators’ perceptions of agriculture and 

their thoughts while examining the images of pastoral fantasy compared to modern 

agriculture.   
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Participants 

 
A group of graphic communicators were participants in the research. They all 

lived near and worked in a mid-size city in the southwestern part of the United States. I 

was acquainted with most of them from the American Advertising Federation (AAF) 

local chapter and American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) local chapter. There are 

approximately 75 members in both clubs. I chose to research this population because they 

have similar backgrounds to my own. This was a purposeful selection.  Baxter and Eyles 

(1994) said that a purposeful sampling of the group being researched, and commonality 

of backgrounds bears rich data. The criteria for participation were: 

• A visual communicator who was working full-time at an outside agency or 
in-house agency   

• A degree or at least eight years of experience. This is a criterion for hiring 
at the major university of which I am affiliated for senior graphic artist 
positions.  

• The specialties of communication and media that were allowed: print 
designers, web designers, social media designers, copywriters, art/creative 
directors, and videographers  

I also used a snowball method to include participants that I was not acquainted 

with as advised by Noy (2007) who said that the snowball method provides access to the 

hidden population who might be unknown and gives them a voice. I felt it was important 

to reach individuals I did not know professionally to strengthen the data and represent the 

group who was being studied. 

We began the interviews with the instructions required by the IRB process and 

introductions. At this point in the interview, we looked at and discussed the images the 

participants created for the graphic elicitation exercise. I let them explain the reasons they 

chose to represent a farm as they did. They told stories of their experiences. I asked 
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questions to probe deeper into their process used to create the images. The next portion of 

the interview was semi-structured and I asked open-ended questions like: 

• What experiences with agriculture did you have as a child? 

• What Little Golden Books did you read as a child? 

• Did you participate in 4H or FFA in school? 

• Tell me about your process when you get a project at work. 

After the background and creative process questions, I showed them a series of 

images chosen from the Little Golden Books juxtaposed with an image of modern 

farming practices.  We discussed what familiarity they have with the images. I asked 

them open-ended questions of how the two images compared, which image fits their 

ideas of a farm, and how they why the other image is not aligned with their experiences 

of agriculture. 

Data Sources and Instruments 

 
The data sources I used in the research were the images from the Little Golden 

Books, the images produced by the interviewees, field notes collected during the 

interviews, and the transcripts of the interviews.  

To assure trustworthiness, I used ‘crystallization' (Ellingson, 2009), which, "seeks 

to produce thick, complex interpretation. It uses more than one writing genre. It deploys 

multiple forms of analysis, reflexively embeds the researcher's self in the inquiry process 

and eschews positivist claims to objectivity" (p. 84). Also, for trustworthiness, a personal 

reflection journal along with field notes were kept as Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested. 
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Also, I gathered enough data to assure saturation of information. The most important of 

all these factors for trustworthiness is establishing an audit trail. "It is imperative that 

such records be maintained during the inquiry; otherwise there will be no possibility of an 

audit later" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Data Analysis Techniques 

 
In the Phase One, images from the physical books acquired from the series, Little 

Golden Books, were openly coded to find the frequency of occurrence of dominant icons. 

Constant comparison led me to identify five over-arching categories and individual icons 

which I used to code the remaining books found in an extensive on-line search for Little 

Golden Book images. I recorded the coding on an Excel spreadsheet. Each occurrence in 

a book by the individual icon was recorded as one point for the book. In the event, there 

were more than one of the same icon, the book only received one point. For example, if a 

book contained 12 images of horses, the book received one point. If a book contained one 

horse, one chicken, and one barn, the book received three points.  

For the second phase, the images of the farm provided by the interviewees in the 

graphic elicitation were coded according to the same set of themes as the Little Golden 

Books to compare their visual language to the pictorial books. The images and 

discussions with the participants while viewing the images were also analyzed with the 

aid of ATLAS.ti. 

The interviews and photo elicitation exercise in phase three were recorded and 

transcribed. The interviews were analyzed with the assistance of ATLAS.ti. Themes 

emerged and the quotations that contained participants’ voices were identified. ATLAS.ti 
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allowed the data to belong to multiple themes allowing for the data to be understood. 

ATLAS.ti allowed me to have quotations gathered in a report according to the theme, to 

better give the participants a voice. 

Limitations 

 
One limiting factor in this study was the accessibility of the early Little Golden 

Books. Some books are considered collectors' items, and they were either not available or 

cost prohibitive to access. To alleviate the accessibility difficulty of Little Golden Books, 

I used a collectors’ guide (Santi, 2003) that listed most of the books and had an image of 

the front cover. I also conducted an extensive online search of collector sites for images 

of the Little Golden Books to code.  

Another limitation was the group of non-agricultural creative communicators that 

agreed to be interviewed. I limited the population to those that are actively working in the 

field of communications. Of those interviewed, some were familiar with agriculture and 

had self-reported, yet limited experience in the field of agriculture. We were located in a 

predominantly agricultural area, and the exposure to modern agriculture practices was 

plausible. The participants might not report the same visual vocabulary as non-

agricultural graphic communicators from other regions of the United States. None of the 

participants reported working for agricultural clients, but the exposure professionally to 

agriculture could alter the results. 

Researcher Statement. My background is in the graphic communication field 

with 40-plus-years full-time experience. I began working as a student drawing maps for a 

company who specialized in producing maps with advertising for small communities. I 
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learned about the mechanics of print design and the processes of offset printing in a dingy 

office that smelled of darkroom chemicals. Throughout my career, I worked as a graphic 

communicator for several large companies, agencies, and a large university. I grew up in 

a rural town and work in the same city as the participants of this research. I had first-hand 

agricultural experience and my parents were actively engaged in agriculture. I have 

witnessed agriculture from the days of two-row cotton stripping machines that launched 

the opened bolls into a wooden trailer hitched to the tractor to the high-tech harvesting 

machines of today. My professional background is similar to the participants of the 

research and I have similar experiences. 

Delimitations 

 
This study does not imply that any similar studies will find the same results. An 

ECA conducted of a different series of children’s pictorial books would likely have 

different results. The results of a study conducted in an urban area of the United States 

would most likely have seen different results. 

Assumptions 

 
There were some assumptions with which I began the research. The first 

assumption was that the participants’ parents read pictorial books to them as children. 

Studies have shown that a predictor for success that transcends socio-economic barriers 

are the activities between parent and child including reading together (Davis-Kean, 

2005). 

 I also assumed that all the participants classified themselves as artists and were 

passionate about their jobs. The reason that it was important for the participants to have a 
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passion for their career is because passion is an essential part of the creative process (St. 

Louis & Vallerand, 2015). To love their career choice means they would have self-

knowledge which is important to creativity (John-Steiner, 1997). 

Probably the most hopeful assumption was that the participants were not only 

observant of their surroundings in the present but were also aware of their surroundings 

as children. 

Conclusion 

 
The media content is all around us, and visuals barrage us from morning until 

night. People are tethered to their smart devices, news cycles are 24-hours, and 

consumers are connected to a plethora of online information. The news and entertainment 

media have an agenda and it does not align with agricultural industry’s best interests. Not 

only are journalists driving the narrative, the graphics they use damage the image of 

agriculture. To help overcome the harm caused by the use of these icons and protect the 

brands of agricultural organizations, we must understand the perceptions of agriculture 

held by creators of media content. 

How great is the impact of children’s pictorial books on your visual vocabulary? 

A quick test will answer that question. Think for a minute, about Humpty Dumpty. What 

image came to mind? I would wager you imagined an egg. Recite the verse.  

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall. 
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. 
All the king’s horsemen and all the king’s men, 
Could not put Humpty back together again. (Mother Goose Melody 1843) 
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What part of the poem said Humpty was an egg? It does not say what Humpty 

was, except that he was broken. A graphic artist illustrated Humpty Dumpty as an egg 

sitting on a wall in Carroll’s (1872) Through the Looking Glass, (see Figure 1.1) and the 

image was imprinted on all our minds. Visual vocabularies are powerful.  

 

Figure 1.1 Humpty Dumpty on a wall. 
Lewis and Tenniel (1872) Kindle Edition, location 684. 
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CHAPTER II 
AN QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS OF AGRICULTURAL 

IMAGES IN LITTLE GOLDEN BOOKS 

Introduction 

 
My visual vocabulary contains icons of agriculture I learned from children’s 

pictorial books. I read insatiably as a child. The images from the books are vivid in my 

memory. Red barns with gambrel-styled roofs, rustic split-rail fences, and overall-clad 

farmers holding pitchforks were seared into my intellect. One would expect this visual 

vocabulary for a child in a large urban area with no rural experiences, but I was born in 

the semi-arid southwestern portion of the United States, and farming was the family 

heritage. I saw different real-life agricultural images daily, but the images from children’s 

pictorial books prevailed over my personal experiences.  

I realized while studying agricultural communication the images I held in my 

visual vocabulary were detrimental to the industry of agriculture. I read articles that 

demonstrated how the negative stereotypes perpetuated in the media reinforced the 

adverse ideas consumers had about agriculture. Lundy, Ruth, and Park (2007) examined a 

clip from the film Napoleon Dynamite and concluded that participants “will continue to 

mock agriculture because they only know what they see, overalls, rednecks, and 

uneducated farmers” (p. 12). Specht and Beam (2015), in their semiotic research of the 

television show, The Bachelor: Prince Farming Takes a Wife, found that even though 

there was some balance in the portrayals, agriculture was “lampooned”. Kellogg 

Foundation (2002) conducted research and found that most of the respondents used words 

like “strong sense of family and self-sufficient” (p. 7) to describe rural people. On the 

other hand, respondents pointed out economic problems, lack of opportunities, and 
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scarcity of healthcare in the rural communities (Kellogg, 2002). The stereotypes cast on 

agriculturalists were everywhere. The things people see on media outlets and what they 

read, including children’s pictorial books, were among the perpetrators. 

Giorgis et al. (1999) defined our visual vocabulary as “the ability to construct 

meaning from visual images” (p. 146). For the purposes of this study, I have an extended 

definition of visual vocabularies. Not only are we constructing meaning for ourselves, 

we, as graphic communicators, use this vocabulary to give meaning to others. 

Children’s pictorial books and their effects on child development have been the 

subjects of several studies. Sipe (1998) researched how we relate words and pictures in as 

a process he called “transmediation” which suggests that images have the same impact as 

the words in a story. He surmised that children engage new meanings and new worlds 

from pictorial books. Similarly, Walsh (2003) compared how children read text versus 

how they read pictures and concluded that visual texts are “powerful mediums for 

learning” (p. 130). 

The motivating question for this research was if I, as a visual communicator, 

learned my visual vocabulary from children’s pictorial books and those iconic images 

perpetuate a negative connotation of agriculture for consumers, how widespread are the 

symbols of pastoral agriculture in children’s pictorial books?  

Background 

 
Symbols of agriculture are plentiful in media. Hess (2004) criticized an 

advertisement for a large communications company where a shepherd utilized a GPS 

service in his device to lead his flock of sheep and concluded that humans need an escape 
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from reality and pastoral themes are inevitably the location to escape. The problem with 

this ideology is that it is not founded in reality as the following studies show.  

It is an endless struggle to assure the agricultural information consumers view is 

accurate. Speaking the actual visual language of consumers is vital. But what is the 

language? What qualities are inherent in an iconic symbol with which the consumers 

relate? Lundy et al. (2007) revealed consumers only know what they see.  

Morris and Hamilton (1965) defined an iconic sign as an image that represents an 

idea. Barthes (1967) compared a sign to a coin that helps us communicate and to buy 

plausibility. 

Semiotics, children’s pictorial books, and education. Sipe (1998) conducted a 

semiotic examination of the well-known children’s book, Where the Wild Things Are, to 

test the theory of transmediation, which was introduced by Charles Suhor in 1984. Suhor 

(1984) defined transmediation as translating icons from one system to another.   Sipe 

(1998) took Peirce’s triad with three points: Representatmen (the thing itself), 

Interpretant (the equivalent of the thing), and Object (for which the thing stands for) 

called a semiotic triad and converted it to a double triangle resulting in a never-ending 

oscillation. See Figure 2.1 below. 

 
Figure 2.1 Sipe’s (1998) Triad symbolizing transmediation.  
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Sipe (1998) utilized his new triad and observed that in Where the Wild Things 

Are, the illustrations did not match the text. Reading just the words, the humor the author 

wanted to convey was lost. The oscillation set up by the transmediation of the text and 

the images gave a deeper, richer meaning than either standing alone. This meant images 

added to communications, pictorial books, and media content. 

Dooley (2010) studied emerging comprehension that children have while using 

books and observed that as early as two years old children pay attention to images and 

‘read’ books by recognition of the images by age three. In Dooley’s (2010) study, 

children moved toward the knowledge of how objects, images, and language work 

together. Dooley employed a semiotic lens to examine comprehension of the children in 

the study. Dooley (2010) found that a child could take a plain box and pretend it was a 

car, which gave a semiotic meaning to one object to represent another object. 

Walsh (2003) studied the reactions of children through pictorial books. Children 

responded to the illustrations differently than they responded to words. Walsh (2003) 

observed children’s responses were drastically impacted by the images by adding a 

deeper understanding of the text. The children also showed a range of emotions because 

the images illustrated the text of the books. Walsh (2003) pointed out that more research 

needs to be conducted concerning the impact of reading and understanding in a world that 

relies more on images than words. 

Simple images like those in children’s’ pictorial books are straightforward and 

most students have little trouble understanding the meaning they add to the stories they 

populate. However, in more complex situations, for instance in science textbooks, some 
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of the illustrations explain more complex ideas. According to Considine (1986), “teachers 

must help them [students] develop competencies in media literacy, computer literacy, and 

visual literacy” (p. 38). He went on to elaborate that this included the ability to analyze, 

understand, and appreciate visual messages.  He urged educators to teach students to 

understand and navigate the emerging technologies through “stories of yesterday, today, 

and tomorrow” (p. 42). The lack of understanding of illustrations could be extended to 

the lack of understanding of the consumers of agricultural products. 

Symbols of agriculture. Specht and Rutherford (2015) conducted a content 

analysis of nine films and viewed them through a social semiotic lens for agrarian myth 

symbology. They chose this research to examine the devices through which Americans 

gather their knowledge about the agricultural industry. They found that each of the films 

depicted similar icons – red barns, rolling verdant hills, fences, chirping birds, and the list 

goes on. They described each film, and for the most part, each was a “literal pastoral 

fantasy” (Specht & Buck, 2015, p. 12). The symbolic images have been repeated for so 

long that they are “cemented…in American cultural memory” (Specht & Buck, 2015, p. 

34). Specht and Rutherford (2015) recommended further research to better understand 

where these pastoral fantasy icons originated and how they affect consumers and the 

agricultural industry. 

Similarly, a content analysis of a children’s series, Disney Junior’s Mickey Mouse 

Clubhouse, was conducted by Dietrich, Buck, and Specht (2015) to gain an 

understanding of what agricultural images preschool children were exposed to through 

television. The episodes coded were all farm-centric, and the researchers found 

accuracies and also some unrealistic scenes. They discovered that the series presented 
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agriculture in a “constructive and cheerful framework; however, the practicality and 

progressiveness of some scenes are questionable” (p. 113). They recommended that in-

depth research be conducted on other children’s series in content and semiotic meanings 

of images and concluded this would help assure the schema children develop would be 

positive and “magnify agricultural education in the minds of young children” (p. 114). 

Using a framing analysis, Rogers, Rumble, and Lundy (2016) examined the 

messages of a campaign aimed at elementary school children launched by the Florida 

Department of Citrus (FDOC) that featured a cartoon character named Captain Citrus. 

The content was primarily image-based to promote citrus fruits and health benefits. They 

found the goals of the FDOC were aligned with the images, and the message was easily 

understood. They recommended further study on the target audiences’ reaction to the 

content. 

Specht and Buck (2014) researched the messaging of an advertising campaign 

titled Happy Cows. They tested a group of college students to see what images they 

preferred to see in advertising. Their findings indicated that the non-agricultural students 

preferred informative advertising, not the Happy Cows. However, some of the same 

respondents reported they wanted to see the animals in a more natural environment, like 

in a green pasture. 

Rhodes and Irani (2008) reviewed three Tractor Supply advertisements looking 

for pastoral stereotyping. While aware of the humorous approach of the advertisers, they 

noted stereotypes present in the ads as well. Rhodes and Irani (2008) implored 

agricultural communicators to take stock of what images are portrayed about the 

agricultural industry. Rhodes and Irani (2008) found that the Tractor Supply 
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advertisements utilized the conventional idea of what rural life was to sell the products. 

They were hopeful non-agricultural readers of the advertisements got a sense of 

trustworthiness from the images, but admonished agricultural communicators to be 

careful when using stereotypes in advertising (Rhodes & Irani 2008). 

Research Objectives and Purpose of the Study 

 
The research found in the literature review showed that news media, books, and 

entertainment programming often portray agriculture in an archaic, less-than-flattering 

light. The predominance of those stereotypes has become a vicious cycle. In this research, 

I examined the images of agriculture portrayed in Little Golden Books as a means to 

understand the visual messages portrayed to children at a young age. The following 

objectives guided this study:  

1. Examine the dominant symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 
Golden Books. 

2. Analyze how the symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 
Golden Books have evolved since their early years of publication until 
today. 

 

The purpose of the study was to identify the pastoral images used in Little Golden 

Books that could have potentially influenced three generations of children’s perspectives 

of agriculture.  

Theoretical Framework 

 
The theoretical lens this research was viewed through was semiotics, which is the 

theory of signs. Chandler (2017) said Peirce began the theory in America and was 

considered the father of semiotics. Semiotics is a visual image theory which began as the 
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study of linguistics and was expanded to include the study of signs, iconic, and figurative 

resources (Metallinos, 1998). Lester (1995) observed that images and signs are retained 

in the minds of observers the longest and are easily retrieved.  

Chandler (2017) explained that Saussure, who was a prominent figure in Europe, 

proposed the dyadic theory of semiology with a signifier and signified making up signs. 

This meant that when an icon or signifier was viewed, an understanding of the meaning 

or signified, was communicated. Peirce created his triadic model of semiotics consisting 

of a representatmen, which was the form of the sign; the interpretant, or the meaning of 

the sign; and an object which is the object the sign symbolized (Chandler 2017).  

Barthes (1967) was one of the prominent writers about the theory of semiology 

and he felt that another part of the theory of signs was the context in which the sign was 

found. The sign or symbol would have little meaning if not for the proper content it was 

found. 

This research was framed by semiotics because the icons used to express a 

pastoral fantasy about agriculture was prevalent in the children’s books examined. The 

simple images meant far more than just the image on its own. The pastoral images 

conjured a longing for a time long ago. A red barn was more than a structure, it 

represented a life style that is archaic yet recognizable to the masses. The sign system 

used to represent rural living and agriculture has been virtually unchanged since the 

founding of the United States. 
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Methodology 

 
This research was a Qualitative Content Analysis of the iconic agricultural images 

of early childhood picture books. Krippendorff (2004) described content analysis as a 

systematic interpretation of texts, imageries, and symbolic matter. Lasswell (1927) 

emphasized in his studies of wartime propaganda that the symbols were systematically 

manipulated to give a preconceived meaning. Laswell (1927) used qualitative content 

analysis to derive meaning from the substance of messages in. Smith, Sells, and 

Clevenger (1994) said that sometimes quantitative content analysis methods are not 

suitable to describe the data collected. For that reason, I conducted a content analysis, 

which was a quantitative research method.  

Mayring (2000) developed a step by step procedure of an inductive qualitative 

content analysis (see Figure 2.2 below). The first step was to develop the research 

question, second, determine the criterion of the categories. Third, Mayring (2000) said 

that as the categories develop and new categories emerge, make the appropriate changes. 

Mayring (2000) advised the steps, reviewing, revising, and reflecting periodically to 

make sure the categories stayed on track. After rechecking and rechecking, Mayring’s 

(2000) last step was the analysis of the content. 
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Figure 2.2 Step model of inductive category development (Mayring 2000) 

As the first step, I began with the idea that the images we see in the early pictorial 

books form our initial schemas or understanding of the world. I wanted to see how many 

of the stereotypical images were contained in early pictorial books thus understanding 

how much exposure those images had to the youngest audience. 

Secondly, after I chose the series of books to analysis, I conducted an open coding 

exercise of the 166 books I had accumulated. Through the open coding and constant 

comparison, categories began to emerge. As the third step, I studied the collectors’ sites 

for the remaining books and re-examined the categories to make sure I was consistently 

coding and on track. 
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I formulated a plan how to represent the presence of the iconic images in the 

books. I determined a priori, that I wanted to count how many books contained pastoral 

fantasy images. After the initial survey of the books I had on hand, I realized that some 

books contained multiple pastoral categories. To be able to keep count of the individual 

books, I listed the book titles on the row section of an Excel spreadsheet. The individual 

icons were listed on the columns. Keeping in mind the book count priority, I gave a ‘one’ 

value for the appearance of the individual icon, one per book. Please note that if a book 

contained an image of a horse on each page, the book only received a ‘one’ for the book. 

I wanted to avoid counts that did not reflect the pervasiveness of the icons across the 

entire series. For example, if only one book in a group of 10 had images of horses, a child 

had a one in ten chance of seeing a horse. That child who picked the horse book might 

see 100 horses in the one book, but if the child picked one of the other nine book, the 

child would see no pastoral images. 

Data sources. I reflected on my own childhood reading and Little Golden Books 

were on the top of the list. In most church nurseries, daycare centers, and doctors’ offices, 

there are a stack of the golden spine books waiting to entertain restless children.  

Little Golden Books were found in many homes. According to Cassidy (2008), 

reading Little Golden Books “transports the adult back to the imaged childhood” (148). 

As a result, parents buy their favorite Little Golden Books for their children, and the 

images of pastoral agriculture are recycled into the visual vocabularies of new 

generations. 
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Little Golden Books began production in 1942 and have been printed continually 

to the present day (Santi, 2003). The widespread availability and number of Little Golden 

Books titles available was the deciding factor for my choice of a data source.   

According to Santi (2003), the original parent company of Little Golden Books 

changed their numbering sequence for the books several times, and the series was bought 

out by different entities over the years. These changes made it difficult to acquire a 

definitive list of titles. To establish a list of titles for this study, I combined three lists and 

eliminated the duplicate titles: (1) a comprehensive guide for collectors compiled by 

Santi (2003), (2) a list of 535 titles listed by Penguin Random House (2018) since their 

purchase of the series, (3) a website for Little Golden Book collectors (2018) with a 

comprehensive list from 1942 until 2013. That resulted in 1,420 titles (see Appendix B 

for the comprehensive list). I limited the titles reviewed to Little Golden Books that 

measure eight and one-quarter inch by six and one-quarter inch. This was the original 

format of the Little Golden Books. Omitted from the research were the Giant Little 

Golden Books, Little Little Golden Books, Activity Books, sets or collections packaged 

in groups, puzzles, records, or fuzzy books. Inclusion of all the different sizes and 

formats would have made data gathering difficult as many of them originally contained 

multiple, loose pieces that would be missing.   

I began with a convenience selection by searching for the physical books at thrift 

stores and antique stores in the local area. There were a limited number of books 

available at thrift stores. The antique stores had a larger selection, but the titles I sought 

were limited and expensive. To obtain a larger group of titles, I searched the auction 

website, ebay.com. Bulk lots were available for immediate purchase and other lots of 
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books in the auction format. I purchased over one hundred books and had several 

duplications.  

I also visited libraries, bookstores, local and online, and churches in search of 

Little Golden Books. I was able to find a total of 166 physical books. That represented 

about 12% of all the titles of Little Golden Books. To expand the sampling, I chose to 

find the images of the remaining books online through collectors’ sites and bookstores. 

Many of the titles were not available for sale or were cost prohibitive. Only 22 of the 

1,420 titles were not available for viewing online resulting in 1,398, which was 98.5% of 

the total titles of which I examined at least the cover art. Of this group, 563 books 

contained at least one agricultural icon. 

Data analysis. I examined the physical books collected to identify predominant 

symbols. After this initial examination, several images emerged as the most commonly 

portrayed in Little Golden Books. I grouped the icons into five categories: 

1. Main characters. This character was a narrator, or entity that appeared 
throughout the book. This character was not coded for gender, age, or 
species. A farmer could be a human, an animal, or a plant. (See Figure 
2.3). 

a. Farmer – these characters were engaged in an agricultural activity 
such as driving a tractor or feeding animals in a barnyard. The 
farmers were actively cultivating a large amount of land. 

b. Gardener – a gardener was growing vegetables in a small plot of 
land.  

c. Rancher – these characters dressed in cowboy hats and boots. They 
sometimes rode horses and roped cattle. 
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Figure 2.3 Images depicting examples of main character icons. 
Left: A Day on the Farm. Hulick and Miller, (1960); center: The Little Red Hen. Miller 
(1980); Disney’s Sheriff Callie’s Wild West: Toby the Cowsitter. Posner-Sanchez, 
Ansloabehere, and Fruchter (2015). 

2. Setting. This was the location of the story and the type of landscape was in 
the background. (See Figure 2.4)  

a. Farm – Farms included small groups of animals, cows, horses, and 
chickens. They generally all lived in a barn together. Farms also 
included gardens and row crops. 

b. Ranch – This category included cattle and/or horses in large 
groups. Barns were present on ranches, but the animals did not live 
in the barn.  

c. Dairy – This scene category included the activity of milking one or 
more cows.  
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Figure 2.4 Images depicting examples of setting images.  
Left: Right’s Animal Farm. Goodman (1983); center: Cowboy ABC. Saxon and Smath 
(1960); right: Mickey and Friends: Let’s go to the Dairy Farm. Bazaldua and DiCicco 
Digital Arts (1998). 

3. Animals. I selected: cow, horse, pig, sheep, goat, chicken, and donkey as 
the animals to code. (Figure 2.5). I chose to code commonly domesticated 
animals. This distinction omitted rabbits, ducks, geese, and other animals 
that were wild more often than domestic. 

 

 
Figure 2.5 Images depicting examples of animal images.  
Left: Right’s Animal Farm. Goodman (1983); top left: Disney’s Sheriff Callie’s Wild 
West: Toby the Cowsitter. Posner-Sanchez, Ansloabehere, and Fruchter (2015); top 
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center: A Day on the Farm. Hulick and Miller, (1960); top right: Where Will all the 
Animals Go? Holaves and Grant (1978); bottom left: The Happy Man and His Dump 
Truck. Miryam and Gergely (1978); bottom center: Hopping Hens Here. Gikow and 
Edwards (2000); bottom right: The Happy Man and His Dump Truck. Miryam and 
Gergely (1978). 

4. Structures. The structures were the building found in the three settings: 
dairies, farms, and ranches. This did not include houses or any other 
structure that could be found in an urban area.  (Figure 2.6)  

a. Barns/Silo – Barns were any building that humans did not live in. 
Some had silos and others did not.  

b. Fences – Fences were structures that surrounded fields, gardens, 
and animals.  

 
 

Figure 2.6 Images depicting examples of structures images. 
Left: Puppy on the Farm. Elson, and McCue (1984); right: A Day on the Farm. Hulick 
and Miller, (1960). 

5. Agrarian Symbols. This segment included any vegetation grown on a 
dairy, farm, or ranch. This included row crops, vegetables, fruits, and 
those crops not grown in a row configuration.  (Figure 2.7). 

a. Hay – Golden colored straw that was animal food, bedding, and 
was spilling out of every barn. 

b. Crops/Vegetables/Fruits – This category included plants growing 
in the gardens, row crops and vegetables/fruits in the environment. 
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Figure 2.7 Images depicting examples of agrarian symbols.  
Left: Scarry’s The Animals of Farmer Jones. Scarry (2018); The Jolly Barnyard. Bedford 
and Gergely (1978). 
 

After establishing the categories through open-coding, I conducted a 

comprehensive search online using booksellers such as amazon.com; abebooks.com; and 

ebay.com to locate images of at least the cover art of the books I was not able to obtain. 

In many instances, inside page images were included to show the condition of the books 

for sale. From those images, I was able to gather data that allowed me a more complete 

view of the imagery of Little Golden Books.  

After all the titles were coded, I noted the frequency of the images, icons, and 

symbols represented in the categories above. The frequency of these categories was 

tabulated using an Excel spreadsheet. Rather than counting the number of cows, etc. 

occurring on each page, each book received a score of one if the images appeared on a 

page, regardless of how many times the image appeared in the book. If a book contained 

a cow, a barn, and a farmer, the book received a ‘one’ for each category that was 
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represented. The purpose was to find how many books had agricultural images, not the 

number of reoccurring images in each book.  

After the coding of all 1,398 books was complete, I sorted the books into three 

groups according to publication dates: 1942-1967; 1968-1993; and 1994-2018. I then 

compared the frequency of agricultural images in the early years compared to more 

recent publications.  

I used the constant comparative method of Glaser (1965) during the content 

analysis to see emerging patterns in the content. The process was more than a simple 

counting of corresponding objects just as Krippendorff (2004) described the process as a 

meticulous analysis of texts, imageries, and symbolic matter to gain an understanding of 

the subject researched.  

Trustworthiness, Validity, and Credibility 

 
I approach most things with a constructivist lens and this research was no 

exception. The list for the constructivist paradigm that Creswell and Miller (2000) 

provided for the researcher said the lens should be used for not only confirming evidence 

but to disconfirm evidence too. I began this research with the impression that a large 

percentage of the Little Golden Books contained pastoral fantasy images. The analysis 

was rooted in quantitative research and would prove or disprove my preconceptions by 

the numbers.  

The second item that Creswell and Miller (2000) suggested to assure validity was 

to be immersed in the field for an extended time. I engaged in two separate content 

analyses; first the physical books to establish patterns and themes; second the online 
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search for the remaining titles. The exhaustive search was to get as much data as possible. 

I was able to access a large portion of the actual population to code which served to 

validate the research. 

Limitations 

 
One of the limitations of this study was the examination of only one series of 

children’s pictorial books. Although the number of titles in this series was vast, there 

were hundreds of other child pictorial book series that were not included in the content 

analysis. My experience with reading in my early years formed firm conclusions of my 

visual vocabulary. The bias had to be set aside to allow the data gathered to have a voice. 

Another limitation was the accessibility of the entirety of Little Golden Books. I 

obtained 166 physical books which was only 12% of the Little Golden Books. To offset 

the possibility of incomplete data, I included a search online of the remaining titles. Only 

22 books were not located. I was only reliably able to see the covers of most of the books, 

so some content of the interior pages was not in the data set. 

Findings 

 

Findings for Objective One. Objective one sought to examine the predominant 

symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little Golden Books. The overwhelming 

majority of images in the Little Golden Books were illustrations drawn and painted by 

artists and the books were of a pastoral fantasy style with anthropomorphized animals 

who talked, walked on hind legs, and wore clothes. There were a very small number of 

books that contained photographs, but even in these few books with realistic images, the 

animals talked. 
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The most predominant category was animals with 726 appearances in Little 

Golden Books. This number does not mean there were 726 separate books containing 

animals. With the numbering system, the occurrence of a horse, cow, and chicken in one 

book would receive three points. Most animals depicted in the books were in the 

company of other animals. Crops/vegetable appeared in 328 books and were the second 

most prevalent images in the Little Golden Books. Table 2.1 (see below) shows the 

classification of which agricultural images were most prevalent.] 

Table 2.1 Occurrences of agricultural images in Little Golden Books from 1942-2019. 

Agricultural Image Total images  
of in Books 

Total of Categories 

Farmer 70  
Gardener 48  
Rancher 96 214 
Dairy 5  
Farm 135  
Ranch 21 161 
Cow 113  
Horse 185  
Pig 137  
Sheep 80  
Goat 36  
Chicken 119  
Donkey 56 726 
Barn/Silo 100  
Fence/Corral 173 273 
Hay 99  
Crops/Vegetables 229 328 

Note: N=563 books with agricultural images. Red numbers indicate dominate numbers. 
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Crops/vegetable were the dominant individual category. The rolling hills have 

furrows with row crops and fruit trees lined the paths of the farm houses. Carrots, corn, 

and other garden vegetables populated the gardens at the farms. Ranches have fields of 

hay waving in the sunshine. No pastoral scene was complete without the green fields. 

(See Figure 2.6 for images representing the individual sub categories). 

 

 
 
Figure 2.8 Representatives of the dominant images in Little Golden Books.  
Top left to right: Crops - Disney's Chicken Little. Phillips, E. & Tyminski, L., (2005); 
Horses - Little Benny wanted a pony. Barnett, O. & Scarry, R., (1950); Fences - Where 
will all the animals go? Holaves, S. & Grant, L., (1978). Bottom left to right: Farms - 
Tommy's wonderful rides. Palmer, H. & Miller, J. P. (1948); and Rancher - Roy Rogers 
and cowboy Toby. Beecher, E., & Crawford, M. (1954). 
 

Horses were the dominant image in the animals’ category. They were in the farm 

scenes as well as on the ranches. Horses also crossed over into scenes that illustrated an 

early urban setting. Fences were the most common structure in Little Golden Books. The 
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most common type of fence was a type called split rail, although other types of fences 

were represented.  

Farms were the most common setting for the Little Golden Book stories. Most 

were illustrated with a barn, rolling hills with furrows gracefully curving over them. 

Often farms were small parts of the overall setting and no farmers were in the book. 

Ranchers were the most dominant main character due to the criterion in my coding. A 

farmer did not have to be present for the setting of a farm to be complete. A rancher did 

have to be present for a ranch setting to be coded as a ranch.  

Findings for Objective Two. Objective Two sought to analyze how the symbols 

and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little Golden Books have evolved since their early 

years of publication to today. I divided the 1,398 books into three groups for this portion 

of analysis. The first group contained the books published in the years 1942-1967, the 

second group was published in the years 1968-1993, and the final group was published in 

the years 1994-2018. The groups represented approximately 25-year spans, which was 

chosen due to the generational nature of the books. According to Devine (2019) 25 years 

represents a generational span.  

In the 1942-1967 group, there were a total of 411 books and 205 which was 49% 

of the titles contained agricultural images. In the 1968-1993 group, there were a total of 

419 books, and 175 or 42%, contained agricultural images. The final group, 1994-2019, 

consisted of 568 books with 183 which was 32% containing agricultural images. Overall, 

just 40.3%, N = 563 of the books in this sample contained one or more images of 

agriculture. As shown in Table 2.2, the presence of agricultural images in Little Golden 

Books has declined over the three generational eras of their publication. 
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Table 2.2  
Percentage of agricultural images in Little Golden Books in three categories. 

Category Total  
Number  
of books 

Books  
with  

Agricultural 
Images 

Percentage of  
Books with 

Agricultural 
Images 

1942-1967 411 205 49% 

1968-1993 419 175 42% 

1994-2018 568 183 32% 

 

There were more people engaged in agriculture during the era of the first group of 

Little Golden Books, 1942-1967. That could account for the higher percentage of 

agricultural images in the group. As more people moved from the farm to the city, the 

number of agricultural images dropped while the number of books published rose. Table 

2.3 (see below) shows the dominant iconic images of each era. 

Table 2.3  
Occurrences of agricultural images in Little Golden Books from 1942-2019. 

Agricultural Image 1942-1967 1968-1993 1994-2018 

Farmer 29 30 11 
Gardener 19 20 9 
Rancher 65 14 17 

Dairy 2 2 1 

Farm 34 57 44 

Ranch 15 4 2 

Cow 39 44 30 
Horse 90 43 52 

Pig 33 58 46 

Sheep 22 30 28 

Goat 8 17 11 
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Table 2.3 continued    

Chicken 40 42 37 
Donkey 16 18 22 

Barn/Silo 40 41 19 
Fence/Corral 68 69 36 

Hay 29 41 29 
Crops/Vegetables 62 84 83 

Note: n=563. Red numbers indicate dominate numbers. Bold numbers indicate 
significant secondary numbers. 
 

1942-1967. Horses were the most dominant image, appearing in 90 titles. Fences 

were the second most dominant image with appearances in 68 books. Ranchers accounted 

for 65 images in the 1942-1967 era. Crops/vegetables appeared 62 times in the books.   

1968-1993. During the next generation of Little Golden Books, 1968-1993, 

crops/vegetable images rose to 84 books and fences appeared in 69 books. In the earlier 

era, ranchers appeared 65 times and were dominant over farmers and gardeners. In this 

era, 1968-1993, the occurrence of ranchers fell to 14, a drop of 78%, a significant drop. 

Horses also dropped from 90 occurrences to 43. The decline of ranchers and horses could 

possibly be tied to one another. The animal that showed an increase was the pig who 

went from 33 occurrences in the first era to 59 in the second era. Farms also rose in 

occurrences, from 34 in the first era to 57 in the second. 

1994-2019. In this last generation, crops/vegetables were dominating with 83 

appearances. With the increasing focus on organic produce, it was no surprise that crops 

and vegetables grew in popularity in the books in the later years of Little Golden Book 

production. Rabbits grew their own food, a cactus tended cattle, and free-range chickens 

are best (see Figure 2.9 below) which mimicked the popular culture in the country. 
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Another explanation for the drop-in animals appearing in the Little Golden Books was 

the controversy that surrounds animal treatment and ethics. Carrots were just less 

controversial and the artists may not want to draw undue attention to such topics.  

 
Figure 2.9 Images depicting examples of crop and vegetable images.  
Left: Pooh and the Dragon. Braybrooks and Baker (1997); center: Disney's Sheriff 
Callie's wild west: Toby the cowsitter. Posner-Sanchez, A., Ansolabehere, & Fruchter, J. 
(2015); right: Old McDonald had a farm. Ember, (2015); 
 

Horses appeared in 52 books which was an increase from the previous era. 

Although pigs had a decline of occurrences, they remained a dominant factor at 46 

images. Farms also dropped in occurrences but remained in a dominant role at 44 images. 
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Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 

 
The percentage of Little Golden Books with agricultural images, N = 563, 40.3% 

fell short of my preconceived ideas. It could have been my upbringing in an agricultural 

area that swayed my opinions or perhaps my family chose books that reflected their 

interests thus convincing me that all children’s pictorial books contained copious 

amounts of agricultural images. The artwork of Little Golden Books was created by two 

Artist guilds: one in New York City and the other in Los Angeles (Santi, 2003), which 

are far removed from agricultural production. That could account for the lower 

proportion of images in Little Golden Books. 

To revisit the research objectives that guided the research, I will first discuss the 

predominant symbols of agriculture identified. The category with the most occurrences 

was animals, with horses being the dominant animal portrayed. There were many reasons 

for this. Horses were on farms, horses were on ranches, princes and knights rode them, 

and horses were the desired gift of children. Horses were the primary mode of 

transportation for hundreds of years and played an enormous role in farming. Horses 

remain a viable part of the culture of the United States. Horses went from the primary 

mode of transportation to an indicator of wealth. The horse is a pastoral fantasy icon that 

helps defines rural versus urban. When people who live in urban areas want to have a 

rural experience, they go to a dude ranch and ride horses.  

The second most occurring images were fences which was a natural progression 

due to the horses in particular, but animals in general. The dividing factor between a 

domestic animal and a wild animal was freedom. Fences limit the liberty of domestic 

animals. Farms, ranches, and dairies all contain fences. The fences tamed the vast, open 
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West. Range wars were fought over fencing in graze land. The fence remains a symbol of 

domestication. Fences define property rights. Fences could be expanded to represent the 

sovereign borders of countries. “Fences make good neighbours” (Frost, 1914) 

I grew up in a row crop region of the United States. My mother was an organic 

gardener long before it was fashionable. My realistic lens of agriculture lies in plants, 

cotton, and vegetables due to the first-hand exposure I had to agriculture. In 1942, when 

Little Golden Books originated, agricultural employment was at 14% compared to 

today’s 1.6% (United States of America Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018) which means 

first-hand exposure to agriculture has dropped drastically. The decline of agricultural 

images in Little Golden Books, 49% in 1942 down to 32% in the present is not as drastic 

as the labor statistics, but it is still worrisome. Today’s youngest generation has little real 

exposure to agriculture. The pastoral images are in decline also. This generation may 

have even less of a concept of where food comes from than the populations that Specht 

and Buck (2014) investigated with the advertising campaign titled Happy Cows. 

The pastoral fantasy images that populate not only children’s books, but media, in 

general, is not a new phenomenon. But, with the growing divide between consumers and 

the farm, today’s agricultural practices are at a disadvantage due to the consumers’ lack 

of understanding of food and fiber production.  

Recommendations 

 
I found that pastoral fantasy was common in Little Golden Books. After looking 

at all the images showing agriculture as an easy, carefree, green world, I wonder why we, 

as agricultural communicators, are surprised that consumers relate to those pastoral 
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images. Those images are presented to children at very young ages and are among the 

first illustrated images they see. Of course, they are going to believe that is how 

agriculture is and become appalled at the images of modern agricultural practices after 

they grow up and become consumers. 

Early education. We should focus on the content of early education literature. 

This includes at home readers such as the Little Golden Books and materials used in 

classrooms and daycares. Why do we teach ideas in the form of pastoral fantasy images 

to children that they ultimately have to unlearn? Employing the educational idea of 

scaffolding which was originated by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976), we should start the 

learning process with reality-based learning. Children’s pictorial literature represents an 

idyllic, outdated idea of agriculture. I propose to update the pictorial books as those 

reviewed in this study with images that will set a valid foundation for the youngest 

learners to become well-informed, knowledgeable consumers. The textbooks and course 

guides used in kindergarten, and primary schools should be examined for pastoral fantasy 

images so that reality-based images can be introduced to the classes. 

Secondary education. My overarching recommendation is to increase the amount 

of agricultural education in primary and secondary schools, in both rural and urban areas. 

The inclusion of agricultural sciences into existing science programs would be a means of 

exposing future consumers to how food is produced. However, this idea is wrought with 

roadblocks; funding would be hard to come by, plus the curriculum of public schools is 

akin to a battleship in that turning it around would take years.  

Agricultural communicators. A proposal to change the type of education for the 

young consumer is to employ the type of education the Florida Department of Citrus 
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(FDOC) did with their character, Captain Citrus as researched by Rogers, Rumble, and 

Lundy (2016). Carefully curated images for pre-school and kindergarten students could 

introduce them to factually-based agricultural concepts. My recommendation is to market 

to the younger generations in this way to build their visual vocabularies in a more 

realistic fashion.  

Agricultural communicators need to be vigilant in correcting the untruths in 

media. They must keep one another accountable when educating the consumers. 

Advertising and media content should be fun and entertaining, but deceit should never be 

tolerated. Advertisements such as the California Happy Cows (Specht & Buck, 2014) was 

entertaining but not factual. Fun and truth need to be equal considerations in media 

content.  

Future research. Future research should include examining the graphic 

communicators who potentially perpetuate the pastoral fantasy images of agriculture. In 

line with Specht and Rutherford’s (2015) review of agricultural films, I suggest the 

writers and directors of such films could be interviewed to discuss where their visual 

vocabularies were formed. The illustrators of current children’s pictorial books could be 

researched to study their perceptions of agriculture. Research should be continued on 

media, print and electronic, identifying the persistent misconceptions of agriculture and 

the harm inflicted by the use of pastoral images on industries that feed the world. Future 

research should also try to understand where visual vocabularies of those creating content 

for media originate. Pastoral images and iconic symbols in the media are not new, but we 

can change the conversation. 
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Future research could replicate this research with other illustrated book series for 

children. By conducting content analysis on other popular series, we could enhance our 

understanding of the pervasiveness of pastoral fantasy images, help fill the gap of 

knowledge in this area, and perhaps give impetus to the call to bring the genre into the 

21st century. 
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CHAPTER III 
A GRAPHIC ELICITATION STUDY OF GRAPHIC 

COMMUNICATORS AND AGRICULTURAL PERCEPTIONS 

Introduction 

Research has been conducted on the influence on children and consumers of 

pastoral agricultural images in the media which do not reflect modern agricultural 

practices (Lundy, Ruth, & Park, 2007; Specht, & Rutherford, 2013; Tolbert, & 

Rutherford, 2009). There is little research examining the groups who create those images. 

My study attempted to fill that gap in research by exploring the visual vocabulary of 10 

graphic communicators in a mid-size city in the southwestern portion of the United 

States.  

Agricultural communicators have multiple skills. They create advertising content 

but also serve as communicators and educators. Their purpose is to keep consumers up-

to-date on the issues facing the agricultural industry. Agricultural communicators also 

promote innovations and introduce products to new demographics. The general focus of 

research created by agricultural communicators is on the topic of damage control. Many 

times, the damage was created from misinformation from media reports, entertainment, 

and lack of education of those in the mass media profession.  

Consumers need to be informed. If they lack accurate knowledge, groups whose 

agenda is to damage agricultural industries, fill the information gaps with half-truths to 

complete falsehoods. You only have to look to Chipotle and their marketing strategies for 

an example. Gikerson, Swenson, and Anderson (2016) highlighted how the same 

message that Chipotle used in their entertainment series, Farmed and Dangerous, 

infuriated agriculturalists but had the opposite effect on consumers with little or no 
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exposure to the agricultural production of food. I wondered about the background of the 

creators of content such as the Chipotle series. I was also interested in the creative 

processes applied in writing and shooting the content. 

I felt the need to study graphic communicators who create advertisements and 

content for media because of my professional experience. I have been a graphic 

communicator for forty-plus years and have been a decision-maker of the visual content 

in advertising and other media. In this research, I gave voice to my peers in the industry 

of graphic communication. 

Background 

 
The perceptions of agriculture have not kept pace with modern agricultural 

practices. The images in media and children’s literature are from a time, decades, if not 

centuries old. The modern practices of agriculture include drones, GPS, and driverless 

tractors, not a plow pulled by a mule. 

A small percentage of people are involved in agriculture today (see Table 3.1). 

Only 1.3% of the population actively works in agriculture, which means that 98.7% are 

not involved in agriculture. Everyone, 100% of the population, is a consumer of 

agricultural products (Hughner, McDonagh, Prothero, Shultz, & Stanton, 2007). 
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Table 3.1 Growth of population in the United States compared to the percentage 
of the labor force involved in agriculture. 

  

Year Population Percentage of Labor Force in 

Agricultural Occupations 

1790 3,929,214 90% 

1820 9,638,453 79% 

1920 105,710,620 27% 

2019 328,467,812 1.3% 
Note: Data from agclassroom.org, digitalhistory.uh.edu, and factfinder.census.gov.   

 

Knowledge Gap. The public receives their information from mass media 

(Thomson & Kelvin 1996) Cahill, Morley, and Powell (2010) reported the media outlets 

they studied primarily wrote about organic foods in a positive light, not on the merits of 

the organic practices, but as an alternative to the hazardous, environmentally harmful 

modern agricultural practices. Cahill et al. (2010) surmised that media influenced 

consumers’ buying behaviors out of fear rather than scientific fact.  

There is a knowledge divide between agricultural producers and consumers, and it 

is widening. Duncan and Broyles (2006) said that as the population of the United States 

becomes more suburbanized and less agricultural, they know less about the aspects of 

modern farming practices.  According to Marx (1964), the divide between the two 

worlds, pastoral (agricultural) and urban, had beginnings as an ancient literary device: 

It is a variation upon the contrast between two worlds, one identified with rural 
peace and simplicity, the other with urban power and sophistication, which has 
been used by writers working in the pastoral mode since the time of Virgil (p. 19). 
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Marx (1964) concluded this divide had been perpetuated in America by the media 

to sell consumers fast cars and cigarettes. Hess (2004) said the most obvious example of 

pastoral imagery was advertising. The entire structure of the modern advertising industry 

hinges on the idea that buying a certain product solves all the consumers’ problems 

(Hess, 2004). 

Predominant agricultural icons. An icon is a representation of an idea or 

understanding. An example of an agricultural icon is a red barn with a silo. Barns are 

found on packages of cheese, milk, butter, and any number of products that are in the 

grocery store. Some of the common icons used today in advertising and entertainment 

content do not educate the consumers but rather give a deceptive narrative and 

implications that are damaging to the messaging of agriculture. Some examples of the 

pastoral fantasy icons used as well as misused were in the following studies. 

Ruth, Lundy, and Park (2005) summarized consumers’ viewpoint of agriculture as 

“overalls, pitchforks, and tractors are images people associate with agriculture” (p. 21). 

Lundy, Ruth, and Park (2007) surveyed young adults who had no direct contact with 

agriculture about perceptions of those involved in agriculture. Lundy et al. (2007) 

reported their participants perceived the image of a farmer through the terms ‘male,’ 

‘young,’ ‘rugged,’ ‘denim,’ ‘overalls,’ ‘country accent,’ and ‘tan from working outside’. 

Lundy et al. (2007) found that the participants of their study, college students, 

unanimously agreed that agriculture was represented negatively in media and carried a 

social stigma of embarrassment. 

Some news articles used images to tell a different story than the text. Tolbert and 

Rutherford (2009) examined the biotechnological and food safety images used in three 
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news magazines and the messages they conveyed. They found that some images bore a 

different meaning than the context of the articles. For example, an image in one of the 

articles was a forklift moving the dead carcass of a cow with an article talking about the 

positive safety record of the food industry. Tolbert and Rutherford (2009) called for more 

education for those who create the graphic designs and take the photographs used in news 

publications to be aware of the impact that images have on the messages in media. 

Not only agriculturalists abhor the use of pastoral images. Schauman (1998), an 

ecologist, bemoaned the pastoral fantasies of the average American. Schauman (1998) 

was worried about images of red barns and gardens romanticizing agriculture and 

muddying the messages of ecology and the effects of modern farming practices on the 

environment. Schauman (1998) shared the same concern about pastoral images in 

advertising. “The farmer imploring us to buy chickens does not have a modern steel 

building for production as a background. Rather, he stands in front of a quaint red barn 

amid flowering trees and docile farm animals” (p. 183). Schauman (1998) pointed to 

hundreds of studies but did not cite any of them, showing that Americans prefer pastoral 

images. Schauman (1998) said the “boring, uninviting places of production” (p. 187) 

cause people on both coasts to “not be interested in critical environmental decisions, 

[that] should be a national political decision needing national citizen involvement” (p. 

187). On both sides of the argument, the graphic communicators who created these 

images are culpable in the eyes of farmers and ecologists.  

The incongruency of the images to the context of news articles and pastoral 

images used by the graphic communicators mislead those who viewed their content. 

These fallacies created a knowledge gap  
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The knowledge gap associated with agricultural experiences. There is a 

difference between the viewpoints of the consumer and agriculturists. This difference was 

evident in the Gikerson et al. (2016) case study of Chipotle’s branding I referred to 

previously. The participants with no agricultural background found Chipotle’s branding 

as “genuine, honest, and ethical” (p. 114).  The participants in agricultural classes felt 

Chipotle’s depiction of the agricultural industry was “intentionally dishonest and 

deceptive” (p. 113). Gikerson et al.’s (2016) study clearly illustrated the difference 

between consumers removed from the farm and the agriculturalists. One participant 

interviewed said Chipotle’s marketing efforts were very effective and wished the 

agricultural industry could have a creative and sophisticated rebuttal. 

The messaging in some media stories were undecipherable by those who were in 

agriculture. Specht and Rutherford (2013) examined agricultural communication 

students’ understanding of various television news segment topics by only viewing the 

images used in the story. Specht and Rutherford (2013) found by viewing the images 

alone, the participants were not able to correctly determine the story’s topic. They called 

for more research on agriculture-related entertainment media content, particularly aimed 

at children and young adults to assist agricultural communicators in understanding where 

attitudes and beliefs about agriculture begin and how to educate consumers better (Specht 

& Rutherford, 2013). 

Ruth, Lundy, and Park’s (2005) study reinforced the widening gap between those 

who are not associated with the agricultural industry. Ruth et al. (2005) admitted that 

even though their participants who had no experience with agriculture, they saw the 

humor in the unrealistic portrayal in the reality TV show, The Simple Life, but they did 
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not understand real agricultural processes. Pastoral imagery depicted in the show 

reinforced their ideas of agriculture with false narratives (Ruth et al. 2005) and suggested 

the agricultural industry would be wise to do more research on the impact of broadcast 

entertainment programming on the public’s agricultural literacy (p. 21). 

Further illustrating the divide between non-agriculturalists and those in the 

industry, King, Cartmell, and Sitton (2006) did a content analysis of the reports of three 

newspapers on the subject of a bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) breakout in 

Washington state. They found that a vast majority, 72.76%, of judgment statements in the 

coverage they examined were negative toward agriculture. King et al. (2006) suggested 

the need for more research on the biases of the media toward agricultural topics and 

advocated for more education for those in the media to recognize one-sidedness 

statements. 

Rumble and Buck (2013) evaluated consumers’ agricultural knowledge at the 

Ohio State Fair by showing participants images of a variety of animals in ‘conventional’ 

housing and another image of ‘traditional’ housing. Conventional housing showed 

animals inside barns with clean pens and people feeding them, while traditional housing 

showed animals walking outside in pastures without fences. The participants 

overwhelmingly thought most animals in Ohio were raised in conventional housing, but 

traditional housing produced healthier, happier animals. Rumble and Buck (2013) said 

that one participant remarked, “The spin media puts on it tells us to want free range” (p. 

66). Although they did not specifically ask any questions about the participants’ 

information sources, they suggested that research would be helpful for communicators 
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who build advertising campaigns to put a “positive cultural connection with conventional 

livestock housing” (p. 67). 

Fewer people are involved in agriculture and the only information they receive is 

through media, entertainment media, and advertising. The information in most sources 

previously studied found that information was distorted to the point that agricultural 

college students could not decipher the context. The images used by the graphic 

communicators did not represent the content. Is it any wonder there is a knowledge gap? 

Theoretical Framework  

 
This research was conducted with a semiotic lens. The study of semiotics is the 

theory of signs and symbols. Barthes (1964) said that it is thought that even the written 

word was a part of the science of signs. Signs are tied to cultural views which combine to 

create sign systems. The systems give meaning to images or graphics. Each graphic and 

image can contain multiple signs. Sign systems include everyday items like the highway 

code. Barthes (1964) used the example of colors signifying that a car should stop or go. 

The beginnings of semiotics reach back to the earliest history of man. Hunters and 

gathers painted and carved images to tell tales of successful hunts, war, and religious 

experiences. According to Hawkes (2003), semiotics ranges over a wide swath of 

disciplines, including animal behavior, rhetoric, and communications. Hawkes (2003) 

stated that people do not just ‘talk’ with words; there are gestures, clothing, accents, and 

so much more that ‘speaks.’  

Siegle (1995) explained the terminology used by Peirce, one of the founders of 

the semiotics/semiology theory: representatmen is the sign; the object is the thing that is 
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represented; and the interpretant is the meaning. In other words, Siegle (1995) pointed 

out that the triad showed unlimited interpretations possible, the unending circle of 

understanding. Rather than a triad or triangle, the process is infinite and can go in either 

direction. 

Leeuwen (2005) had a different approach to semiotics. Instead of answering what 

semiotics is, Leeuwen (2005) asked: “what kind of activity is semiotics” (p. 3). The 

answer Leeuwen (2005) posited was 1) collect and categorize semiotics icons and its 

history; 2) explore how the collected resources are used and talked about then, teach, 

defend, and evaluation them; and finally, 3) make contributions of new semiotic 

resources. 

This research sought to categorize icons that are part of an individual’s visual 

vocabulary with the history and influences behind them, talk about the icons and evaluate 

them, and finally, to endeavor to chart new territory in the understanding of semiotics in 

graphic communications.  

Considerable research conducted by agriculturists has employed semiotics like 

Specht and Beam (2015) who used social semiotics and discourse analysis of a television 

series, The Bachelor. They reviewed imagery of pastoral fantasy icons in the content of 

the series.  Edgar and Rutherford (2012) conducted a semiotic analysis of marketing 

materials of the Texas Cooperative Extension service and noted that “semiotic analysis in 

agricultural communications/education and related fields is largely unexplored territory” 

(p. 15). This research used semiotic theory to examine the images or icons graphic 

communicators use to convey meaning to their audience in agricultural projects.  
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Purpose of the Study and Research Objectives  

 
Past research has analyzed the content of media and the influence on consumers. 

This research examined those who create visual content that perpetuates the images of 

agricultural pastoral fantasies, the graphic communicators who work for outside agencies 

and in-house agencies. They create content that influences consumers.  

An outside agency is a stand-alone business that works for several individual 

clients in a variety of industries. They provide services like branding the clients’ 

company, web design, media development, and placement of the content on media 

outlets. An in-house agency does the same types of work as an agency, but only for one 

client, the company who employs them. Structurally, the in-house agency is considered a 

department within the larger company. 

The purpose of this research was to fill a gap in information, the influences on the 

visual vocabularies of non-agricultural graphic communicators who create advertising 

and media content. The following research objectives guided my study: 

1. Identify the predominant agricultural icons in the images provided by the 
graphic communicators. 

2. Examine the relationships between agricultural experiences and the 
agricultural icons reported by the graphic communicators and how those 
experiences guided their images.  

 
Previous research on agricultural imagery has called for more education about 

agriculture for consumers and students. Although removing all the negative portrayals 

was not possible, this study looked at where the influences on graphic communicators 

originate. This line of research could open up channels to educate not only consumers but 

the graphic communicators. 
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Methodology 

 
This research used a qualitative research approach with a phenomenological 

design to focus on the lived experiences of the participant graphic communicators. Also, 

a graphic elicitation exercise was used to enrich the conversation. 

Phenomenology was a natural choice to give the communicators voice and tell of 

their experiences. Laverty (2003) said that Husserl, considered by many to be the father 

of phenomenology, was opposed to applying the methods of hard science to human 

research. Husserl focused on the lived experience with dialog and giving voice to those 

who experienced the phenomenon (Laverty, 2003). 

Creswell (2007) said phenomenology concentrates on not the life of the 

individual, but the experiences of the individual.  Phenomenology gives voice to those 

studied with rich, thick descriptions and reduces data to the common experience, or “the 

essence of the experience” (p. 94). This research sought to view what is unthought by 

unearthing visual vocabularies that even the participants were not consciously aware they 

possessed. Visuals live in our subconsciousness until a stimulus activates them. To 

trigger the visual vocabulary of the participants, a graphic elicitation, an arts-based 

research method, was utilized.  

Graphic elicitation is a method where the research issue is not easily discussed 

with words (Crilly, Blackwell, & Clarkson, 2006). Graphic elicitation utilizes the drawn 

images of participants, similar to photo elicitation methods. Crilly et al. (2006) pointed 

out that design is one of the advantaged industries were visual images are acceptable and 

expected.  
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Bagnoli (2009) applied the graphic elicitation method as a research tool with 

children, although she noted that it is useful with any age. Bagnoli (2009) was interested 

in how graphic methods could enrich data “within the context of an interview to enhance 

participants’ reflexivity and to gather a holistic picture of the topics under investigation” 

(p. 549). Hartel (2014) noted an “arts-informed methodology incorporates novel modes 

of inquiry into the research process, such as poetry, literary prose, playwriting, visual 

arts, dance, and music; hence, the outcomes are accessible to more people” (p. 1351). 

This method was the ideal approach to investigating the images participants produced 

about agriculture.  

Data sources. I used three data sources for this study: images produced by the 

participants and an interview during the review of the images and a researcher’s journal. 

The 10 participants were asked to create an image they believed represented a farm (See 

Appendix E). A series of open-ended, semi-structured questions were asked to dig deeper 

into the process the participant used in producing the image and why the elements were 

included. I kept a reflective journal of my thoughts during the interviews. The 

researcher’s reflective journal contained overall impressions and thoughts after the 

interviews and was used only to clarify the data obtained from the two sources. 

Participants. The participants included 10 graphic communicators who lived in 

or a mid-sized city with a population of 250,000 plus, in the southwestern portion of the 

United States. This city was surrounded by agriculture in the form of row crops, with 

cotton being the dominant crop. Although exposure to agriculture was not a prerequisite, 

it was presumed a priori that the communicators would have a certain amount of 

exposure due to their location and the vibrant agricultural industry in the area. 
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Participants were selected through a purposive, criterion sampling method. 

Creswell (2007) said the important thing for a phenomenology was that the participants 

experienced the phenomenon being studied. For that reason, the individuals in this study 

had to meet a set of criterions to be a part of the study.  I am a member and board 

member of the American Advertising Federation’s (AAF) local chapter and a founding 

member of the American Institute for Graphic Arts’ (AIGA) local chapter. Many graphic 

communicators in the city belonged to these groups.  

I sent an email (see Appendix C) to the large agencies, in-house agencies, and the 

individuals I knew in the industry. I also reached out to other potential participants whom 

I felt met the requirements listed below. I included a snowball selection in the email. I 

requested that if they knew someone who might be interested in participating in the 

research, to pass the email to them. I added the element of snowball selection to create a 

diversity of participants and that anyone who met the criteria could have the opportunity 

to participate. Biernacki and Waldorf (1981) found that a snowball selection helped find 

those potential participants that might not take part in social activities yet would offer 

rich data. Five criteria were used to select participants for this study, which were: 

• Employed full-time as a visual communicator. It was important to be 
actively engaged in the field of visual communication because the industry 
changes rapidly; 

• Experience from a first job to near retirement. The ideas and duties of 
beginning graphic communicators can be vastly different from an 
individual who has witnessed the industry change. This study covered 
both views;  

• A college degree or some college with eight years of experience. This 
criterion is the standard of the department that I am employed and is 
similar to the standards of the industry;  
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• A job title of graphic designer, illustrator, photographer, videographer, or 
an art director was essential because those are the creators in an agency 
and in-house agency; and  

• A willingness to produce a visual image of what a farm looks like to them 
before the interview. Creating the image before the interview decreased 
the likelihood of the participants’ ideas of agricultural being altered by the 
conversation of the interview. 

 
Visual images. The graphic communicators who agreed to participate were asked 

to produce a visual image that represented their idea of a farm prior to the interview. 

There was no restriction on the choice of media or the presentation style of the images. I 

asked them to go with the first images they thought of and not spend copious amounts of 

time on the production of their image. It has been my experience that graphic 

communicators, given too much instruction and time, over-think the project, and produce 

multiple images. I wanted to examine the first draft image of their visual vocabulary 

before their natural editing process changed the results. They were asked to bring their 

created images to their scheduled interviews for review. Five of the participants gave me 

the original artwork. The other five had copies they permitted me to keep.  

Interviews. One-on-one interviews were conducted with the participants and their 

images. A researcher-developed interview guide (see Appendix D) was utilized to guide 

the conversations. I encouraged the participants to talk about their creative influences for 

and the process they underwent in creating their images to provide a rich, thick 

description of their experiences. The interviews were recorded digitally with the 

participants’ permission. The audio recordings were transcribed for coding. 

Nine interviews were held during November through December 2018 with the 

tenth interview in January 2019. The interviews were conducted in a variety of settings; 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 

 
 

68 

an interview room reserved for the interviews; my office; participants’ offices; and my 

home. Each location was chosen by the participants. The participants showed their 

graphic representations and explained their thought process, answering questions about 

why they chose certain images, if the images represented real places or were imaginary, 

and what influenced their creation. The interviews were held in an informal setting to 

facilitate conversation. As a token of my appreciation, I purchased with my personal 

funds a $10 gift card for a nationally known coffee shop for each participant. The gift 

card was presented at the beginning of the interview. They were under no obligation to 

stay for the complete interview, but the card was theirs to keep. 

Data analysis. The participants allowed me to keep the images or provided 

copies. I photographed them to simplify coding. The photographs of the images were not 

manipulated in any way except to adjust the levels in Adobe Photoshop CC 2019 to show 

the detail of the images more clearly. One image had an artist signature that was blurred 

to ensure confidentiality. 

The informal, open-ended conversations conducted while viewing the images 

were recorded on my iPhone with permission and transcribed utilizing an app called 

Transcribe. The accuracy was around 85%, so I reviewed the audio with the written 

transcript to improve the accuracy of the interviews.  

The conversations about their images were part of a more extensive interview. 

The graphic elicitation was conducted at the beginning of the interview to keep the data 

unaltered by the overall discussion of pastoral fantasies and agriculture. Each interview 

lasted from 45 minutes to over an hour in length with the graphic elicitation portion 
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taking about a third of the time. Only the segment of the interview about the graphic 

elicitation was used in the data set for this research.  

I reviewed the images as a group and identified emerging themes. I set those 

images as the beginning codes to analyze the images and the interviews. I compared the 

style of illustration or medium in which the images were created. I questioned myself of 

the intent of the images, did they tell a story, or was it a map to a destination, or an 

understanding? I used the techniques that Corbin and Strauss (2015) outlined; asking 

questions to make constant comparisons and to break down the data to manageable bits to 

be further analyzed. Corbin and Strauss (2015) also talked about open coding which to 

sort raw data.  I also used axial coding to put together data to make new meanings 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015). 

I employed a qualitative software called ATLAS.ti for the Mac platform to 

organize the codes in the transcripts and the images. The digitized coding aided me in 

identifying emerging trends, especially to compare different sources like images 

compared to the interviews. ATLAS.ti produced reports that identified similarities and 

differences in the transcripts and the images. The reports available helped me visualize 

the sorted data. 

Trustworthiness–Validity and Credibility 

 
In phenomenology, the lived experience of the participant is the object of the 

study. I looked to Creswell and Miller (2000) and the validity procedures they identified. 

My study had a constructivist lens, and as Creswell and Miller (2000) said constructivism 

has “pluralistic, interpretive, open-ended, and contextualized perspectives toward reality” 
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(p. 125). I wanted to understand the personal constructs of the participants. With a 

constructivist paradigm, the three validity procedures were: disconfirming evidence; 

prolonged engagement in the field; and thick, rich descriptions.  

Lincoln and Guba (1986) established that trustworthiness to mean that research is 

credible, dependable, and transferable which means that a researcher let the data speak. It 

is also important to construct a map of the research so that others can duplicate the 

research with reasonable expectations to duplicate the findings.   

To allow the data to speak, the participants’ words were used in thick, rich 

descriptions. I was prepared to take the data as it came, even if it disproved my original 

ideas. Second, I interviewed 10 participants and found that experiences were unique, but 

toward the 10th participant, the experiences were overlapped, and the data became 

saturated. Third, I listened to their voices and tones, along with visual cues during our 

conversations. The inclusion of their voices in the research gives the reader the feeling 

they experienced the lived lives of the participants. “Thus, credibility is established 

through the lens of readers who read a narrative account” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 

129). 

Limitations 

 
This research was limited to the medium-sized city located in the southwestern 

portion of the United States. The results were limited to the conditions of the region. 

Comparable results could be attained in areas similar to the one studied, but the results in 

a densely populated urban area would be vastly different. A study conducted in a sparsely 

populated rural area would also have different results. The data was also limited to 
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individual participants. Everyone was a unique being and creative people were especially 

distinct. The data was a unique set that reflected each individual, their experiences, their 

personal characteristics, and the small community of graphic communicators in the 

medium-sized city. 

Researcher Statement. I utilized a technique that Husserl called ‘bracketing’ 

described by Moran (2000) during the coding of the data – bracketing in that context 

meant to set aside your own experiences and beliefs to allow the data to speak. I grew up 

in the same area and had the same occupation as the participants. I recognized that my 

own experiences and understanding could pose a threat to validity. I strove to let the 

voices of the participants be heard with rich, thick descriptions of their lived experiences, 

by setting myself and my ideas aside. 

Findings 

 
The experience levels ranged from the first job to 40 years in the industry (see 

Table 3.2 below). All of the participants attended college with only one who did not 

complete a degree but had over eight years in the graphic communications field. There 

were five females and five males in the group. They were given pseudonyms to ensure 

confidentiality. 

Four of the participants grew up in mid-sized to large cities. Five of the 

participants grew up in small rural communities, and one grew up on 80-acres in a rural 

area of a county, though her family was not engaged in agriculture beyond the care of 

their pet donkeys. One male participant reported no agricultural ties personally or through 

the extended family as a child. Another male participant had limited hands-on experience 
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through a friendship with a farming family in his community. The seven remaining 

participants had contact with agriculture only through their grandparents. 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 

 73 

Table 3.2 
Participants and images coding. 

Participant Hometown 
Location 

Highest 
Level of 

Education 

Gender Age 
 

Job Title Agriculture 
Experience 
Connection 

Medium 
of Image 

Pastoral or 
Realistic 
Imagery 

Dominant 
Icon 

Aiden Rural Bachelors Male 25 Designer Grandparents Pencil on 
paper 

Pastoral Pasture 

Sophia Rural Masters Female 47 Art 
Director 

Grandparents 
& Seeing 

Photograph Realistic Cotton 
Field 

Max City Bachelors Male 38 Illustrator None 
 

iPad 
drawing 

Pastoral Barn 

Emma Rural Masters Female 55 Graphic 
Designer 

Neighbors & 
Grandparents 

Pen on paper Pastoral Barn 

Dan Rural Bachelors Male 38 Illustrator/ 
Professor 

Grandparents 
 

Pencil on 
paper 

Pastoral Barn 

Charlotte City Bachelors Female 41 Designer Grandparents 
 

Pencil on 
paper 

Realistic Pecan trees 

Ethan City Bachelors Male 59 Owner/ 
Creative 
Director 

Grandparents 
 

Watercolor 
by Aunt 

Pastoral Barn 

Ava Rural* Masters Female 35 Designer/ 
Photographer 

Grandparents 
 

Pencil on 
paper 

Pastoral Barn 

Alex Rural Some college Male 40 Media 
Specialist  

Friends & 
Neighbors 

Pencil on 
paper 

Realistic Barns 

Olivia City Masters Female 38 Videographer Grandparents Photograph Realistic Windmill 

N=10 Note: *Lived outside of an incorporated town in a rural area.  
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Findings in relation to objective one. Research objective one sought to identify 

the predominant agricultural icons in the images provided by the graphic communicators 

shown in Figure 3.1. that shows the images provided by the participants. Six of the 10 

images were hand drawn on paper. Two of the participants – Sophia, an art director and 

writer, and Olivia, a videographer – found images to represent their farms by Google 

searches for real photographs. One participant, Ethan, photographed a watercolor of his 

grandfather’s barn painted by an aunt. The remaining participant drew his image on an 

iPad Pro with an Apple Pencil and printed it on copy paper. 

The dominant icon depicted in the participants’ images were barns. Dan 

commented, “I had that visual of a farm. I mean, the first thing that comes to your mind is 

the big, red barn, the grain silos, the plowed fields, the livestock. You know all those 

typical things” (Interview 5, p. 4). Emma’s barn was not the grand icon that Dan and Max 

envisioned,  

If I were to do colored, this would not be a red one because most of them were 
kind of weathered and falling apart I mean if I've been really realistic you know 
there were missing boards and broken this that and the other (Interview 4, p. 2).   

 
Most of the participants did not bring colored images. Dan and Max said their 

gambrel barns and silos would be red. Ava, Charlotte, Alex, and Sophia had galvanized 

metal barns. Emma had dilapidated wooden barn without paint. Ethan presented a 

wooden barn, but he said that an ideal barn would be red and a gambrel style. Olivia and 

Aiden had no barns.  
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Figure 3.1 Images supplied by participants in the Graphic Elicitation exercise. 
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Another common icon represented were fences which appeared in six images. 

Most fences were the wooden variety commonly called split rail, but there were some 

exceptions. In Charlotte’s image, “This is a big cinder block fence that went all the way 

around the yard part of the house” (Interview 6, p. 2). Emma recalled an incident that 

many children on the farm have experienced, “Fencing is probably realistic but probably 

the live barbed wire you know that has the electricity in it, yea, I got shocked a few times 

(Interview 4, p. 2).    

Only four images contained animals. Aiden and Dan had horses, grazing in the 

pasture. Emma had a variety of farm animals, a pig, a hen and chicks, and the word 

‘horse’ and a smiley face emoji because she ran out of time. She said, “My Grandmother 

had chickens and we collected eggs and every now and they would have baby chickens” 

(Interview 4, p. 2). Max did not include animals in his image. He said, “Driving down 

anywhere I haven't seen a lot of farms with animals, maybe horses but not like a farm 

with cows” (Interview 3, p. 3).  

Alex had an unusual thought process about cattle. He had a ‘natural shelter’ area 

in his image. He explained: 

I just think there are multiple facets when you're dealing with another creature 
that has its own mind. So, it's going to have its own wants and needs and also, it's 
going to basically have to have some sort of environment that it lives in. For 
instance, a lot of the feed lots, one of the things that they have to do is put a raised 
hill so that there's at least one cow that's higher than the other cows. They have 
somebody to look up to. I've always been told it if it was just straight flat ground 
the cows would get depressed and their meat wouldn't be as good and their morale 
would be down, so they have to have area of fluctuation, of higher/lower [ground] 
(Interview 9, p. 4) 
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Six of the 10 images had crops. Max and Dan’s images had lines that represented 

plowed fields. Sophia had a photograph in which cotton was at least half of the image, “I 

know there is nothing more beautiful than the blue sky and the brown dirt and the green 

cotton” (Interview 2, p. 6). Ava’s image had round bales of hay, but she said the farmers 

were versatile with their crops, “living on [a rural road], being surrounded by cotton 

fields but sometimes corn and sometimes sunflowers” (Interview 9, p. 4).  

Charlotte’s experience was not row crops, but pecan trees and black-eyed peas, 

“They had about two acres they would do all in black-eyed peas so they would sell their 

stuff, but you had to come and pick it yourself” (Interview 6, p. 2). 

Findings in relation to objective two. Research objective two sought to examine 

the relationships between the agricultural icons created by the participants and the 

agricultural experiences that guided their images. These relationships to agriculture 

related to two themes: pastoral and realistic.   

As I examined the drawings, two distinct themes emerged: pastoral and realistic 

imagery. Images classified as pastoral had to contain at least three of the following icons: 

1) a barn; 2) rolling hills with row crops; 3) fences; or 4) animals. These images also had 

to be drawn in a fanciful method and proportions larger than life, such as a cartoon. The 

idea of a pastoral image would contain images like smiling animals and have less detail 

than a realist depiction.  

Images classified as realistic were either a photograph showing real-life images or 

a schematic layout of a farm. A realistic image would be a snapshot of a moment in time. 

The schematic plan approach was not a past moment, but a future moment. Six images 

qualified as pastoral and four were realistic (See Figures 3.2 and 3.3).  
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Pastoral images. Marx (1964) referred to the use of pastoral images, rolling hills, 

quiet, peaceful valleys with happy animals, as a literary device to separate the simple 

rural life from the urban city life. More recently, Hess (2004) identified the use of 

pastoral imagery in advertising. Pastoral images are used in children’s pictorial books, on 

television and other programming which is the first exposure to agriculture for many 

children. The participants who illustrated a pastoral image were influenced by what they 

saw. 

Max was the only participant that did not have any familial connections to 

agriculture. He did not take any agricultural classes in school and did not participate in 

FFA. He was influenced by comic book characters and television cartoons. Max’s 

pastoral image had super-hero portions. The viewing angle was low making the barn 

larger than life and the clouds almost appear to be a cape. Max’s passion was drawing 

cartoons, so the barn he produced was in that style.  

When I think about a farm, I think of a barn, and I think of a fence. And like rows. 
Because when you drive, we took a lot of road trips, I just watched them because 
they look like somebody walking when you're driving down the road. I think of 
cotton because of growing up in Lubbock. When you drive out like where all the 
cows are, you know, that’s not a farm. That’s just a big place with cows and a 
giant pile of poop. I guess those are dairies. For some reason, I don’t associate a 
dairy with a farm. The farm is different for me. (Interview 3, p. 5).  

 
Max mentioned that his only experience of silos was from the cartoon series, The 

Simpsons. “I always think silos are for poop. Because [on] The Simpsons, he [Homer] 

bought a silo for his pig’s poop” (Interview 3, p. 17). 

Dan’s image was similar to Max’s image. Dan, however, had proportions more in 

line to reality. Dan grew up in a small town east of the mid-size city. His grandparents 
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had a farm and he spoke of spending time there, “When you’re kids you go out there and 

you play hide and seek in the cornfields and feed all the animals” (Interview 5, p. 3).  

Although Dan was more interested in fine arts, he did take agricultural classes in high 

school. Dan was on the Career Development Event (CDE) Team in high school in the 

Marketing portion of the contests.  

Dan’s image had the undulating fields with row crops that gave it an overall 

pastoral feel. Dan said he purposely chose the image to communicate to a broader 

audience. 

The main thing that came into my mind was, I think they were called the Speak 

and Say, the toy. I think it's just kind of relatable to everybody else. I feel like if I 
were to show this image, more people would understand what I'm trying to 
communicate rather than if I actually drew the barn that was at my family's farm. 
It wouldn’t come across as easily. Obviously, my family's [barn] didn't look 
anything similar to that and it was all tin and stuff like that. So, I feel like people 
would misconstrue what that image is compared to something like this. (Interview 
5, p. 5) 

 
Emma grew up in a small town south of the mid-size city. Her grandparents lived 

in another small community a couple of hours away. She grew up next to a ranch but was 

not related to the owners. Emma interacted with the ranchers and worked for them during 

one summer. Emma did not take any agricultural classes in school. She grew up in the 

time before it was acceptable for girls to be in FFA.  

 Emma’s image was pastoral, and she disclosed it was a conglomeration of 

different ideas and memories. “I drew from not just one place but, a lot of different 

memories, and experiences, and that's kind of a combination of all of that in one hen 
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scratch, pardon the expression” (Interview 4, p. 2).  Emma remembered driving to her 

grandparents’ home as she explained the elements of her sketch. 

When I was growing up driving back and forth to Granny and granddad's house, 
we would see all of these kinds of stereotypical, you know, farms. I guess what 
I'm trying to say is this one, believe it or not, if I were to do color, this would not 
be a red one because most of them were kind of weathered and falling apart. I 
mean if I've been really realistic, you know, there were missing boards and broken 
this that and the other…. [The] fencing is probably realistic, but probably it would 
have the live barbed wire, you know, that has electricity in it? Yea, I got shocked 
a few times. That would be implemented in certain areas, maybe closer to the 
house. My grandmother had chickens, and we collected eggs, and every now and 
then they would have baby chickens or whatever. Had a horse. I didn't get to the 
bull that scared me. I left him out because that was a bad memory (Interview 4, p. 
2). 

 
At the time of her interview, Ava lived in an unincorporated area of the county 

near the mid-size city. She was the only one who did not live within the city limits, and 

because of the location in which she lived, she had a view of agriculture daily. 

I would say in in my visual vocabulary so like my first thing is still probably the 
farm, the farm-type things that you see in picture books. It's just like a barn with 
animals you know, all kinds of animals: pigs, sheep, goats, and cows…Also, one 
of the places that we pass on our way home every day is sort of like this [Ava’s 
drawing] where they have a barn, and this is a metal barn I was picturing and this 
door slides. And it's got the kind of fenced yard here with cows. So, I feel like my 
childhood thought of a farm would be like the barn with animals, but like living 
on [a rural road], being surrounded by cotton fields, sometimes corn, and 
sometimes sunflowers, [I found] that farmers are…they do several things. It's not 
just crops, and it's not just animals. A lot of times, it's both. So, I have a field back 
here with hay, but it could have just as easily been cotton or corn, sunflowers. I 
have the tractor here, and I went ahead and did hay because he has cows, but it 
could have been anything or all three (Interview 8, p. 4). 
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Aiden grew up in a small town near the mid-sized city, and in his childhood, he 

lived across an alley from a cotton field, but he chose a contemporary influence for his 

depiction of a farm. 

So, this is kind of a fictional representation of my in-law’s house. They live 
actually on ranchland in [a location over 300 miles away from the mid-size city], 
and so my vision now of a farm is like their house. They live on family land. So, 
it is like a hundred acres or whatever; it is all fenced off. Inside their fence, they 
have their own like yard fence if you want to call it that. But outside of all that is 
all just pasture. They have free roaming cattle out there, and then they have goats 
inside like this little area… (Interview 1, p. 4).  

 
Ethan’s image was a watercolor of his grandfather’s barn in Tennessee. Even 

though the region was far removed from the area around the mid-size city, the similarities 

of the barn to Dan’s and Max’s barns were striking. The iconic gambrel-roofed barn 

reached beyond not only miles but generations. Ethan grew up in the mid-size city. He 

did not participate in agricultural classes in school. He wanted to be an advertising man 

like Mad Men from his earliest memories. His memories of farms were in Tennessee, 

“My earliest memory of farms was my grandparents’ and they were in Tennessee my 

parents grew up in Tennessee and my dad grew up on a farm small rural community in 

middle Tennessee” (Interview 7, p. 3).  

This is my grandfather's barn. My great aunt did a painting of it many years 
ago…that was the barn as I grew up seeing it. We went there every summer for 
vacation up until I was about sixteen. My grandfather passed away when I was 
only six. I do remember vaguely him walking me over to the barn and then his 
farming. His farm really, just very typical for that time in that area. He had what I 
called just general produce, things like that you know, tobacco was big back then. 
He had a cow and horse, you know. When I was younger, he was already in his 
seventies, eighties so he was retired from farming, but he still had a horse, and a 
cow. He still did some tomatoes and things like that, chickens and things. I have 
such great memories of that building. There was always a wagon out there. It was 
just an old beat-up wagon, a chuck wagon that was there. Those would stay there 
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forever, like so many things were just there. They just quit using them and never 
moved them (Interview 7, p. 4).  

 

 Even though the participants had different backgrounds and their experiences 

were hundreds of miles and a generation apart, the pastoral images they each used had 

common icons that are seen in advertising to express a gold age 

Realistic images. An overview of all the participants’ experiences had 

similarities. Most had relatives in agriculture, most recalled either television, toys or 

pictorial books as children and every one of the participants saw farms with crops and 

animals in the pastures. What made the difference in choosing a pastoral image or a 

realistic image? The participants were individuals with their own lens to view the world 

they shared. Personal vision was the deciding factor.  

Sophia and Olivia both provided realistic photographs. Sophia had specific ideas 

of what a farm consisted of in the region all the participants lived. She had a realistic 

comprehension of what happens on a farm without having experienced it first-hand. 

Sophia told about her grandfather who was a soil scientist and her grandmother was a 

gardener.  Sophia said of growing up in a small town, 

You can't grow up in a rural town without, like dating a farm boy, or your best 
friend's dad is a farmer, so it was never very far from me, but I wouldn't say that I 
was like a farm girl” (Interview 2, p. 2).  

 

Sophia just loved mass communications and advertising. She was a graphic artist 

for a while but, “I'm not very good at it but I'd love to hang out with them. I think I'm a 

groupie, a designer groupie” (Interview 2, p. 10). Sophia approached her image for the 

study as she did everything else, full throttle forward. 
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I just Googled like farm images. [I said] those are wrong, and it has to have 
cotton, and it needs to have a house, and it needs to have equipment. So, I guess 
this was as close. It's still not exactly what I wanted because I wanted a little more 
equipment in it, but it's pretty good. There should be a house. Like it's not just a 
cotton field, but a farm that's like where someone lives right there. That's like 
their house and where all of their things are…The other images were more like 
farms in the Midwest, and I was like no! A farm has cotton, and it needs to 
happen. It needs to have the actual cotton. And then the equipment was important 
too (Interview 2, p. 5). 

 
Sophia said one thing that struck a chord of memories for me. Harvest was my 

favorite time of the year. I always loved fall, the crisp air and the smell of cotton. Cotton 

harvesting was in full swing on Thanksgiving Day every year “The strippers are coming 

in and going back into the barn and [they are] going to have Thanksgiving leftovers at 

10:30 at night” (Interview 2, p. 5). 

Although Olivia was born in the mid-size city, she spent most of her childhood in 

a large metropolitan area. She did not take any agricultural classes. Both sets of her 

grandparents lived in rural areas with a moderate amount of acreage in production. The 

closest grandparents, geographically, raised cattle and had a commercial greenhouse. The 

other grandparents raised cotton. She spent time at each location.  

Olivia presented a photograph yet had many pastoral perceptions according to the 

conversation we had while looking at her image. She considered the image to be a blend 

of her paternal grandparents’ farm and her maternal grandparents’ farm. Olivia’s image 

was the only one that had a windmill. When asked about the windmill, she said:  

It is basically just a very iconic piece for the southwest for me. You know this is 
the land of the wind, and the wind is always blowing. I once saw a joke that said, 
an 80 mile an hour wind, everybody else calls it a hurricane. Here in the 
southwest, we call that a Tuesday. So, I just feel windmills have always been a 
huge part of power and electricity. You know, wind energy is starting to take off, 
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and they're building these gigantic turbine wind turbines everywhere in the 
country, but it's been here in the southwest all through our lives. (Interview 10, p. 
5).  

 
Olivia expanded on her experiences that guided her in the selection of the image 

and how the graphic elicitation affected her.  

My experiences, you know, I was in the large metropolitan area and then the 
southwest and those are two completely different climates. Two different kinds of 
farms are built in those areas, but I had experiences with both. So, I was trying to 
find something that kind of brought in both of them for me, and this was about as 
close as I could get. (Interview 10, p. 5-6). 

 
Two individuals who had differing agricultural experiences illustrated their ideas 

in the same way. Charlotte’s and Alex made schematic footprints of what a farm looks 

like from a bird’s eye perspective. Charlotte said, “It was orderly out there and like 

everything has its place” (Interview 6, p. 4). Charlotte and her family spent a lot of time 

at her grandparents' acreage. “A big thing to do is to get tractor rides, and he would have 

to take all seven grandkids one at a time around the big block” (Interview 6, p. 4). 

Charlotte was so accurate with her description that I was able to locate her grandparents’ 

farm on a Google Earth map.  

It wasn’t a very big house, but it sat on four acres. I know that doesn't seem like a 
lot, but there were another two acres across the road. They had 64 pecan trees. I 
always remember that number that always stuck out of my head [because] that's 
what Grandpa always said ‘I have 64 pecan trees’…This is a big cinder block 
fence that went all the way around the yard part of the house, and then you went 
out here [driveway]. That’s where the barn and where he kept his shed and his 
truck and tractors, and there's another one over here and then all the pecan trees 
and then all the crops and everything cantaloupe, corn, watermelon, and stuff like 
that (Interview 6, p. 2). 
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Alex lived all over the southwest because his father was a coach in a secondary 

school. He experienced different images of agriculture. He went to high school in a rural 

community east of the mid-size city.  

When somebody says ‘farm,’ I have two different images that come to mind. 
There's farming with tractors, where you grow crops and stuff like that and then 
there is farming [that] a lot of people call ranching where you have livestock and 
stuff like that. I just kind of basically pictured a farm and you're looking overhead 
at a farm. I had questioned whether to put a house in there but, you really don't 
have to have a house for a farm because there's a lot of people that maybe do 
other jobs too as well as farm. They may live in a city and then go out and farm. 
So, I think that that's why I chose not to include it because I try to include the 
necessities of what you're going to have to have. I know a few live on the farm, 
but very few. If they live on the farm, they also usually had a house in town as 
well, like where they can go to and be off the farm. Like if you know you're in 
town, and bad weather or you need to go to school (Interview 9, p. 3-4).  

 

I found that Alex and Sophia were siblings during Alex’s interview. Alex was one 

of the snowball selection participants. He was suggested by a co-worker. I doubt that 

Alex and Sophia are aware of the other’s involvement in the study because I did not 

divulge to Alex that Sophia had participated, only that I knew her.  

Comparing the results from two people who grew up together and had shared 

experiences suggested that environment played a small role in influencing their visual 

vocabularies. The frankest example of nature versus nurture, with nature winning, was 

about whether a house belonged on a farm or not. Sophia insisted that “There should be a 

house. Like it's not just a cotton field, but a farm that's like where someone lives right 

there” (Interview 2, p. 5). However, Alex was in direct opposition, “I had questioned 

whether to put a house in there but, you really don't have to have a house for a farm 

because there's a lot of people that maybe do other jobs too as well as farm” (Interview 9, 
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p. 4). Two people with the same experiences, the same environment, and yet they had 

opposing views of agriculture.  

Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 

 
According to the data collected, the common agricultural symbols, barns, rolling 

hills with row crops, fences, and cute animals were dominant to the graphic 

communicators who had limited or no exposure to agriculture. This group of participants 

had exposure to active agriculture but were at least two generations removed from 

agriculture, if not more. The participants were influenced by what they saw in childhood, 

but as shown by Aiden’s image, influences can and do affect them throughout life. The 

symbols of agriculture the participants related to were from children’s pictorial books, 

television, children’s toys, and what was outside their car window.  

This study was guided by the lens of semiotics, the theory of signs. Hawkes 

(2003) said there is so much more that speaks than words and this study proved that. Dan 

chose his image to specifically speak to a larger audience as did the others in this study. 

They chose content that was meaningful to them, but that would communicate to an 

audience. 

Implications. I can reasonably say that children’s pictorial books did influence 

the graphic communicators who participated in the graphic elicitation, but those images 

were only one of a multitude of influences. Some were influenced by the agriculture they 

witnessed in their daily lives, deeming it the only ‘real’ agriculture. Others had no 

experience of agriculture and drew their experiences from television cartoon characters. 

The majority of participants were influenced by attending family gatherings at their 
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grandparents’ homes who were actively engaged in agriculture. Those familial ties and 

memories were a deep influencer that I believe was the main impact on their visual 

vocabularies. The influences did not stop after reaching adulthood. They continued to be 

influenced by what they saw and experienced.   

However, each person was an individual and drew their own meaning and 

symbolism from those experiences. Creative people make their living being different. It is 

the very essence of a creative person. The implications of these findings show that the 

influences around children and adults do impact their impressions and visual vocabularies 

of agriculture. Early impressions stay with people their entire lives and they pick up more 

impressions, more icons and symbols, through their lives like a snowball rolling down a 

hill, adding volume to the ever-increasing bundle of experiences.  

Conclusions. Understanding the beginnings of visual vocabulary is only a dark 

glass we can peer into but never see the entirety of its contents. People are individuals 

and images and events affect each one differently.  

Pastoral fantasy and the iconic images that surround us in the media content we 

devour every day will most likely never go away. By nature, we long for a calm, peaceful 

existence while engaged in the stressful modern situation in which many of us find 

ourselves. So, is it wrong to have pastoral images in advertising and media? Not really, 

but it is the lack of knowledge of how our food and fiber is produced in the modern age 

and the negative stereotypes that are the problems that we as agricultural communicators 

need to focus.  
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Recommendations 
It would be an insurmountable task to remove all pastoral fantasy images from 

books, news, and entertainment. Even if it were possible, the memories of the icons 

would remain in the visual vocabularies of everyone. A task that is less daunting is to 

educate the graphic communicators in the theory semiotics and to be more aware of the 

meaning of images that telegram pastoral fantasy. Tolbert and Rutherford (2009) called 

for more “agricultural communications image-based research” (p. 18), and this research 

followed that call.  

Education. Graphic communicators are hungry for knowledge. For those who 

create, there is always a new software, a new technique, or a new trend in design to learn. 

I suggest that the theory of semiotics be introduced into the education curriculum of 

design and agricultural communications programs in undergraduate programs. Not as a 

theory to memorize for a test then forget, but a real consideration for each project the 

students undertake. The students need to be introduced to the idea of the meanings of the 

icons they use and the implications and double meanings. 

Agricultural industry giants employ agencies to create content. The Agricultural 

Communicators who are in-house agency in those industries should educate the outside 

agencies about agricultural messages. That process of education needs to start in the 

universities who have agricultural communications programs by introducing the students 

into the world of outside agencies. Outside agencies can be aggressive, intimidating, and 

single-minded about their ideas and the future agricultural communicators need to be 

prepared to face the agencies and stand their ground in the creative process.  
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Research. Research has been focused on consumers’ perception of media and the 

calls for more education for consumers ensue. I recommend more research focused on the 

media itself and the people who produce series like the Chipotle series, Farmed and 

Dangerous, the content creators for online outlets, and those who create advertisements’ 

perceptions of agriculture. The people in media do not have any experience in agriculture 

generally as this study concluded. The creators of content need to be held accountable for 

the what they produce. More research of the deceptive accounts in the media should be 

conducted, including interviews with media creators to hear their voices and understand 

the motivations behind the content that is damaging to agriculture. 

Graphic communicators use icons to communicate to their audiences. The 

audience learns that icons stand for an idea or concept from that communication. Pastoral 

fantasy images are taught to young children, and then we wonder why consumers identify 

with those images in adulthood. Many of the perceptions of the participants were 

accredited to childhood experiences and memories More education of the modern 

practices of agriculture is vital.  
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CHAPTER IV 
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF GRAPHIC 

COMMUNICATORS AND THEIR VISUAL VOCABULARIES 

Introduction 
 

“He who works with his hands is a laborer. 
He who works with his hands and his head is a craftsman. 
He who works with his hands and his head and his heart is an artist”  
(Nizer, 1963). 
 
Consumers lack an understanding of agriculture and the modern practices that 

make food plentiful, healthy, inexpensive, and ethical because they are so far removed 

from agriculture. According to The American Farm Bureau Federation (2019), farm and 

ranch families comprise just 2% of the U.S. population. The further away from the farm 

today’s consumers become the less knowledgeable they are about food and fiber 

production. 

 A non-realistic view of agriculture is perpetuated through the symbols of pastoral 

fantasy in advertising. The modern advancements of farming and animal husbandry are 

so far removed from how Old MacDonald ran his farm that it is little wonder that 

consumers are swayed that only non-GMO vegetables or antibiotic-free chickens are safe 

to eat. The disconnect between fantasy and reality has also given rise to organized groups 

who, without proper knowledge, demonize the industrial practices of modern agriculture 

and further control consumer thoughts on the industry of agriculture.  

Agriculture and rural living are often portrayed through a pastoral fantasy lens in 

media with Happy cows (Specht & Buck, 2011), red barns, and “corn as high as an 

elephant’s eye” (Rogers & Hammerstein, 1947). Pastoral fantasy, according to Alpers 

(1982), is “longing after innocence and happiness that its universal idea is the Golden 
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Age…that mode of viewing common experience through the medium of the rural world” 

(p. 437). Marx (1963) blamed the continuation of pastoral imagery on advertising 

copywriters who take advantage of "the yearning for a simpler, more harmonious style of 

life" (p. 6) and the idea that Americans buy products that appeared in rugged rural 

settings in advertisements. Are graphic communicators, artists, different from others? 

Kozbelt (2001) believed they are. He said that artists live in a world where visuals, color, 

and space are factors. John-Steiner (1997) explored the creative mind by interviewing 

renowned creative people who were photographers, scientists, and artists, and referred to 

“the bag of memories” (p. 68) creative people have that record visual memory. “Among 

the invisible tools of creative individuals is their ability to hold on to the specific texture 

of their past. To some, the birth of a creative idea is linked to memories reaching back 

into childhood” (p. 68). John-Steiner (1997) also reported artists and scientists spoke of 

photographic memories of their life experiences. Artists and scientists use different parts 

of their bag of memories to understand new ideas and concepts, and self-knowledge is 

paramount to creativity (John-Steiner, 1997). Giorgis et al. (1999) defined our visual 

vocabulary as “the ability to construct meaning from visual images” (p. 146).  

I have worked as a graphic communicator and illustrator for over 40 years. 

Without a doubt, photographic visual memories shaped my work. I have a “bag of 

memories” that make up my visual vocabulary. I trace my visual vocabulary through a 

daily, constant self-examination to pictorial books from my childhood. Classic 

agricultural icons within children's books held meaning to me and grounded me to 

agriculture even though the icons were not in my environment. There were no red barns 

in my rural hometown. Barns in the region I was raised, were constructed of corrugated 
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metal. My Dad and Grandpa were the farmers in my childhood world, and they wore 

cowboy boots, jeans, and Stetson hats. They never wore bib overalls. However, Old 

McDonald dancing next to a red barn, with a frayed straw hat, and bib overalls is the first 

image that comes to my mind when thinking of a farmer. My visual vocabulary is my 

tool to communicate, but it does not come from just my physical environment.  

I my background was fine arts and graphic communications. I was not educated 

through the channel of agriculture. To understand the concerns of pastoral fantasy icons 

verbalized by my agricultural communications classmates, I looked to scholarly literature 

to research the use of imagery of agriculture. I found articles about pastoral fantasy and 

the impact on the knowledge of consumers and how modern agriculture was not properly 

represented by the media. 

Media influences. Specht and Buck (2014) posited that much of the advertising 

for consumer products has perpetuated the stereotypes of pastoral fantasy. They felt the 

dairy industry, in particular, by using pastoral images, exposed themselves to criticism by 

activist groups. They found that non-agricultural students preferred educational content 

after viewing the California dairy producers’ Happy Cows advertising. Conversely, after 

viewing farm tour videos, one of the participants wanted to see the cows grazing in a 

green pasture. Specht and Buck (2014) recommended that producers move away from 

fantasy-type advertising because it is not ethically responsible. 

 Scott (1994) had the same opinion as Specht and Buck (2014) about advertising 

and said the imagery in commercial advertising was not straightforward. It was often 

complex and laden with personal agendas and cultural cues of the creators. Scott (1994) 

pointed out that for far too long, the images and layouts of advertisement were relegated 
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to just attention-getting ploys and called for more research on how consumers are 

affected by pictorial images in advertising. 

Specht and Beam (2015) studied a popular reality show, The Bachelor, for its use 

of agricultural imagery and found that even though, “positive aspects of rural and 

agrarian life — beautiful scenery, a small-town lifestyle, and values-driven, hardworking 

farmers — are celebrated by show participants” (p. 9), there was a great deal of comedy 

at agriculture’s expense. The ‘backwoods’ stereotype was portrayed, and pastoral fantasy 

ideals were persistent by repetition. They acknowledged that more research must be done 

to know how to counteract the negative stereotypes portrayed in media.  

Similarly, Dietrich, Buck, and Specht (2015) examined the content of children’s 

television programming and the agricultural images portrayed in these programs. They 

felt this was necessary because preschool children form their schemas during those early 

years. Dietrich et al. (2015) said it is essential that agricultural communicators know what 

children learn about agriculture because that forms the basis of their understanding of 

agricultural products as consumers. They found that the portrayal of agriculture in 

children’s TV programming was through the lens of the pastoral fantasy. Dietrich et al. 

(2015) suggested that large agricultural organizations, like the American Farm Bureau or 

the USDA, could involve themselves in the educational content of such children’s 

programming, thus better educating future consumers. 

There were other influences that affect how people develop their visual 

vocabularies, beginning at birth, learning, forming our schemas, and building 

understanding. People learn what they see. Education has a large role in building 

consumers’ perceptions of agriculture and that education starts at home and school. 
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Environmental Influences: Education. How early does the learning begin? 

DeLoache (2002) spoke of the enormous amount of interaction children have with 

symbols and pointed to picture books, television, and representational toys as children’s 

main sources of exposure to symbolic artifacts. She explored the reactions of babies to 2-

D images of objects they interact with in real life, such as baby bottles. They reacted to 

the 2-D object as they would the real thing, by attempting to nurse on the photograph of 

the bottle, but after a couple of minutes, the babies understood that it was only a symbol 

and not the real object. DeLoache (2002) suggested that children are exposed to images at 

earlier ages than ever before, making our understanding of how children interpret 

symbolic artifacts more essential than ever. 

Phillips, Gorton, Pinciotti, and Sachdev (2010) conducted a 50-week project that 

exposed visual and performing arts activities to preschoolers in a community-based pre-

school setting. The program, Promoting and Supporting Early Literacy through the Arts 

(PASELA), included artists in residence in various disciplines, including music, theatre, 

and visual art. PASELA yielded promising results across these multiple levels of literacy 

and learning, and Phillips et al. (2010) concluded that young children not only learn 

images early, but images enhanced the learning of other skills such as school-readiness.  

Dooley (2010) hypothesized that children begin comprehending symbols, text, 

and images much earlier than the standard opinions of most educators. What the children 

see early on was very important to their development. 

Environmental influences: At home. Davis-Kean (2005) examined the success 

rate of children in different socio-economic settings and also took into account race and 

education level of their parents. Among the predictors of success was the warmth of the 
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relationship between parent and child due to activities such as play and reading. This 

success transcended socio-economics, race, and education level of their parents. 

Torr (2004) studied the different ways children interact with their mothers during 

reading time versus how the same children act with a teacher in a classroom setting. 

Children made connections while reading picture books that relate to their knowledge. 

Torr (2004) found that “environmental print” (p. 205) i.e., catalogs and coupons, do not 

stimulate children in the same way as illustrated picture books.  

The research showed there are several factors that influence consumers and future 

consumers, media content, education, and home environments. With those influences in 

mind, the purpose of this research was to examine the influences on visual vocabularies 

of graphic communicators who were not trained as agricultural communicators. The 

following objectives guided this research: 

1. Examine the factors that influence the agricultural visual vocabularies of 
graphic communicators.  

2. Explore the responses graphic communicators had to agricultural images 
from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of modern 
agricultural practices.  

 
Graphic communicators rely on visuals to communicate ideas and information to 

their audiences. This research examined the influences on how graphic communicators 

perceived agriculture. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 

This research was guided by the theory of semiotics or semiology. The icons used 

in the study had a deeper meaning that transcended the images at face value. Semiotics 

was the study of signs and the meanings the sign transferred.  

The theory of semiology began in Europe with Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-

1913), who was the founder of linguistics (Chandler, 2017). At the same time in the 

United States, Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) began the theory of semiotics 

(Chandler, 2017). In the late 1960s Roland Barthes began writing about semiology which 

popularized the theory (Chandler, 2017). 

According to Saussure, signs had two parts, a signifier and signified (Chandler, 

2017). The signifier was like a stop sign at a crossroad and the signified was the implied 

meaning, to stop. Peirce’s theory contained three parts: representatmen, the sign; the 

object, the actual thing; and the interpretant, the understanding. Barthes (1967) pointed 

out that sign systems were simple visual cues to a deeper understanding. An example 

Barthes (1967) utilized was the traffic signage system: a red light (signifier) means stop 

(signified). The signifier is the thing, and the signified is the mental representation of that 

‘thing’. To explain the deeper meaning of semiotics, Barthes (1967) used the example of 

a sweater: it is just an article of clothing, designed to keep the wearer warm. The sweater 

could represent long walks in the woods to the wearer, taking on a more profound 

significance. The symbols of agriculture also take on a deeper meaning that exceeds the 

utilitarian use. A red barn is more than just a building. 

The relationship between how pictures and text work together in children’s books 

has been described as complex. Sipe (1998) brought forth a theory variation based on the 
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“semiotic concept of transmediation or the translation of content from one sign system 

into another” (p. 97). Sipe (1998) interpreted the process of transmediation as it “goes 

back and forth–oscillates–in a potentially endless process” (p. 106). The process of 

transmediation continues as the observer matures and has new experiences. According to 

Sipe (1998), illustrations are as important as words. The text could say “ferocious 

creature,” but the illustration shows a furry, cuddly teddy bear. The juxtaposition of the 

opposite stories told by the text and illustrations tell a third story that neither could tell 

alone. 

Purpose and Objectives  
 

This research was important because consumers are not knowledgeable about the 

food and fiber industries because of the distance they live from the farm. They get their 

perceptions of agriculture from the media, advertising, social media, and other media 

outlets. This research examined the creators of visual content. Where do our visual 

vocabularies originate? Bates (1979) suggested the “marvel” of visual vocabularies 

begins in infancy and is a combination of new and old experiences (p. 1). John-Steiner 

(1997) felt that images were deposited into a bag of memories to be accessed in the 

future. Our visual vocabularies contain experiences and influences including pastoral 

fantasy. 

Marx (1963), had a cynical outlook on the use of visual vocabularies, especially 

the pastoral fantasy images. Marx (1963) felt pastoral fantasies were perpetuated by 

advertising agencies, who inform consumers through media. To take Marx's idea one step 

further, did children's pictorial books influence the ideas of agriculture of communicators 

at advertising and marketing agencies, who act as gatekeepers of the content consumers 
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see in the media? This research also examined the reaction of graphic communicators by 

comparing pastoral images from Little Golden Books to photographs of modern 

agricultural practices. The following objectives guided this research:  

1. Examine the factors that influence the agricultural visual vocabularies of 
graphic communicators.  

2. Explore the responses graphic communicators had to agricultural images 
from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of modern 
agricultural practices. 

  
If a graphic communicator, like myself, could grow up in an agricultural 

environment but develop pastoral fantasy agricultural icons as my visual vocabulary, am 

I an anomaly or the status quo? My undergraduate educational journey was not through 

the channels of agricultural communications but a school of art. I learned design 

principles, color theory, and art history, but the idea of semiotics, or the meaning of 

iconic symbolism, was not explored. Our aesthetics, was the only concern symbolically. 

The images in today’s media that perpetuate pastoral fantasy and the misrepresentations 

of agriculture were created by graphic communicators and their visual vocabularies.  

Many of the graphic communicators who design for the agricultural industry are 

not trained as agricultural communicators. The graphic communicators who work for 

outside agencies and many in-house agencies go through a traditional program in a 

communications school or an art school. My family was in agriculture, but I chose the 

path of an art school.  
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Methodology 
 

Phenomenology. This study used a qualitative research approach with a 

phenomenological method. Husserl, considered the father of phenomenology, “argued 

that phenomenology did not deny the existence of the real world but sought instead to 

clarify the sense of this world (which everyone accepts) as actually existing” (Gibson, 

1913, p. 1). According to Creswell (2007), phenomenology focuses not on the life of the 

individual, but rather on the experiences of the individual, and then reduces these 

experiences into a common experience, or “essence of the experience” (p. 94). Gallagher 

and Zahavi (2008) determined that phenomenology is not self-examination, but rather 

explores the essence of possibility. Essentially, phenomenology is the study of similar 

individuals with similar experiences and how they express those experiences. All the 

participants had similar backgrounds and experiences as graphic communicators. 

Population and sampling. The population for this study was graphic 

communicators working in a mid-size city with a population of 250,000 and with over 30 

outside advertising agencies. An outside advertising agency is an independent business 

that designs marketing materials for clients. The agencies provide print design, web 

design, produce video advertising, and purchase media time. An in-house agency is the 

same as an outside advertising agency except they only produce for a single client. The 

employees in an in-house agency work for and receive benefits from the company. I have 

experience with both types. I preferred in-house agencies because the atmosphere was 

relaxed, and the relationships with the client was deeper.  

Recruiting. I contacted potential participants in advertising agencies and in-house 

agencies by email (See Appendix C). I contacted individuals who I thought would be 
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willing to participate who fit the criterion. I was familiar with these individuals from my 

membership in local chapters of professional organizations, American Advertising 

Federation (AAF) and American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA).  Also, I have worked 

on a large university campus for over 20 years in an in-house agency and have 

acquaintances on campus who work in in-house agencies for various departments.  

Sampling. The sampling was purposeful to assure the participants had 

experienced the phenomenon being researched (Groenewald, 2004). There are several 

types of purposeful sampling and Suri (2011) outlined them: homogenous-participants 

shared similar experiences; snowball-those with experiences recommend others with 

similar experiences; and criteria-establishing certain criteria for those to be studied. In 

this research, I chose a purposeful sampling that employed another type, mixed purpose 

sampling (Suri, 2011) which included homogenous, snowball, and criteria. Suri (2011) 

recommended the use of purposeful sampling to avoid ‘comparing apples to oranges.’  

Baxter and Eyles (1994) suggest that a purposeful sampling of the representative 

group being studied and the ease with which they speak yields rich data. The sample size 

is adequate when redundancy or data saturation is reached (Baxter & Eyles, 1994). 

Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, and Hoagwood (2015) said that the goal of the 

criteria was to identify and choose the participants that meet an a priori set of standards 

that were determined to be imperative. 

The criterion for participation included: 
 

• A graphic communicator who was working full-time at an agency or in-
house agency   

• A degree or at least eight years of experience (This is a criterion for hiring 
at the university for such positions)  
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• The specialties of communication and media that were allowed: print 
designers, web designers, social media designers, copywriters, art/creative 
directors, and videographers  

 
The snowball method resulted in several participants with whom I was not 

acquainted. Noy (2007) told us that snowball method accesses the hidden population who 

might be unknown to the researcher and gives a voice to them and reveals the data 

previously unknown. 

Data collection: Interview and photo elicitation exercise.  

I used two sources of data, interviews and a researcher-sourced photo elicitation 

exercise. The interviews were scheduled and conducted during November and December 

2018 except for one which was held in January 2019. 

Interviews. All interviews were in person. Several of the interviews were held in 

an interview room in a department adjacent to my office. Two of the interviewees 

requested to talk in their offices; one interview was conducted in my office; and one was 

held at my home. All of the interviews were private without anyone else being present. 

The interviews were recorded with the permission of the subjects.  The conversations 

ranged from 45 minutes to over an hour. Transcripts were created with a total of 189 

pages. This interview was part of a two-part interview. A graphic elicitation that was 

completed after the introductions so to not bias the answers and experiences of the 

participants with the image of the Little Golden Books utilized during the photo 

elicitation which was held at the end of the interview. 

The interviews were semi-structured and I used an interview guide that I produced 

(See Appendix D for interview guide). I told the participants about the IRB process and 
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informed them their names would be changed to random pseudonyms in the written 

portion of the research to protect their privacy. The interview began with introductions 

and the purpose of the research. The participants were allowed to tell about themselves. 

We went through the interview guide and I asked follow up questions to probe for deeper 

answers when necessary. 

Photo elicitation. I used photo elicitation because the subject of this research was 

visual and I wanted to gather richer data than in an interview of verbal questions only. 

Harper (2002) noted the part of the brain that processes visual information is older and a 

different type of information is shared. The images created a stimulus from past 

experiences of the people being interviewed (Harper, 2002). 

The technique of photo-elicitation was first cited by Collier (1957) and he 

reported that an interview using a photograph could stimulate more conversation and 

more information during an interview than without images. Clark-Ibáñez (2004) and 

Richard and Lahman (2013) explained that images for photo elicitation interviews (PEI) 

could be approached in two ways: researcher-produced (deductive) and participant-

produced (inductive). Deductive is a suitable way to test schemas. Clark-Ibáñez (2004) 

noted that both methods have merit in interviews. Researchers can capture images that 

can be overlooked in the participants’ day-to-day life. Harper (2002) defined photo 

elicitation as simply inserting a photo into an interview. Simple on the surface, but 

Harper (2002) pointed out that the part of the brain that processes visual memory is older 

and as a result has deeper, richer memories than only the parts of the brain that deal with 

words and text. Most research that has utilized photo elicitation have used photographs, 

but Harper (2002) stated that any image: painting, cartoons, and any other visual image 
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could be used successfully in research. In my research, the images were researcher-

produced, because I wanted to observe the reaction to pastoral fantasy images that I 

found during a Qualitative comparative analysis of Little Golden Books of agricultural 

imagery in 1,398 titles. The images for the photo elicitation were chosen to represent the 

categories of iconic images which emerged during coding of the Qualitative comparative 

analysis. 

The corresponding images of modern agricultural practices were obtained from a 

search of agricultural magazines and online media. The modern images were chosen to 

contrast to the Little Golden Books imagery (See Appendix E). For example, the image 

of an open-air tractor driven by a farmer wearing overalls was compared to a new model 

of John Deere tractor with tracks rather than conventional wheels. The purpose of the 

exercise was to see if the participant perceived agricultural through a pastoral fantasy lens 

or if they were familiar with modern industry standards. The participants were shown 11 

sets of images.  

Data sources. This study consisted of semi-structured, personal interviews with 

10 graphic communicators outside the academic field of agricultural communications 

about their understanding of agricultural images.  I explored their experiences with 

agriculture, their creative processes, and work styles during one-on-one, semi-structured 

interviews. Utilizing photo elicitation principles, I examined their reactions to images 

from the Little Golden Books series compared to images from various sources which 

represented modern agricultural practices.  

I applied for and received the Institutional Research Board (IRB) approval in 

November 2018 (see Appendix B for IRB approval letter). 
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Data analysis. The interviews were transcribed through an iTunes app called 

Transcribe. The cost was reasonable, and the accuracy was about 85%. I went through 

the transcripts along with the audio recordings to compare and correct any mistakes that 

occurred. I kept a journal of my overall impression of the process of interviews. The 

journal was used only to refresh my memories of the interviews while coding the data. 

This process created a list of categories that needed further in-depth investigation. 

To aid in this endeavor, I used a qualitative software called ATLAS.ti for the iMac 

platform to code the interview transcripts more thoroughly. ATLAS.ti was a powerful tool 

that allowed me to become immersed in the conversations and to see alignments of topics 

more easily. The software was capable of supplying reports that made the process of 

assimilating the information organized.  

Constant comparison allowed me to group comparable thoughts and phrases into 

more significant representations. Constant comparison was developed by Glaser (1967) 

in grounded theory as a way to develop theories while reviewing data. Boeije (2002) 

noted that constant comparison was a dominant way to analyze data in other traditional 

qualitative research as well. Comparison of data “inductively, namely categorizing, 

coding, delineating categories and connecting them” (Boeije 2002, p. 339). 

Trustworthiness, Validity, and Credibility 
 

To assure the population was a cross-section of the group being researched and to 

establish validity and credibility, I used frequency counts of the participants’ 

demographics which allowed me to compare and contrast the individuals who were 

interviewed. This was necessary. Creswell and Miller (2000) provided a framework for 
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researchers to establish trustworthiness, first the establishment of a lens or viewpoint to 

know when the data was saturated, who to study, and if the interpretations were accurate.  

The second piece was the paradigm or worldview in which the researcher approached the 

study. My paradigm was a constructivist view. Creswell and Miller (2000) said: 

“constructivists believe in pluralistic, interpretive, open-ended, and contextualized 

perspectives toward reality” (pp. 125-126). The methodology used in this research, 

phenomenology, was possible with the constructivist approach. The voices of the 

participants with rich, thick descriptions validate the research (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

Lincoln and Guba (2007) expanded on the idea of trustworthiness with five 

additional steps: 1) fairness, 2) ontological authentication, 3) educative authentication, 4) 

catalytic authentication, and 5) tactical authenticity. These additional criteria for 

trustworthiness that Lincoln and Guba (2007) introduced was aimed at ethic and 

ideological issues. Fairness in my research began with the selection process. I opened the 

study to anyone who meet the criteria and gave the population an equal opportunity to 

participate. Ontological, which means the nature of being, authenticity was achieved by 

allowing the participants to answer the question and tell their stories in their own words 

without my interjections other than encouragement to tell me more. Educative, which 

means to enlighten, authentication was met not by me educating the participants, but 

rather allowing their voices to educate me. Through their narratives, I was able to glimpse 

into their understanding and see through their eyes. Catalytic authenticity means to create 

an action and this was achieved in the research by the participants understanding being 

made clear to me. The action was to allow their voices to be heard so that future research 
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can focus on their views. Tactical authenticity was achieved by allowing the participants 

to be individuals who held real opinions and they were not manipulated in anyway. 

Limitations 
 

This research could be limited by the geographic area of the study and the honesty 

of the participants. The region in which the data was collected might not be the same as 

the data collected from a large urban population. The participants had similar 

backgrounds and similar environmental influences. This research was specific for the 

region and experiences of the participants. The participants lived in a predominantly 

agricultural area and were exposed to the ideals and the images of modern agriculture. 

They also could work on projects for agricultural clients. Conclusions reaching beyond 

those parameters were not inferred.  

Researcher Statement. In a phenomenological research, Moran (2000) spoke of 

a method established by Husserl called “bracketing.” To interpret the data from the lived 

experience of a participant, the researcher must use the method of “bracketing or 

‘suspending’ all-natural attitudes” (p. 136); meaning you must set yourself aside to give 

voice to the interviewee. My own lived experiences were, in many ways, the same 

journey as the participants. Utilizing empathy, I ‘bracketed’ my own experiences to 

immerse myself in the stories, and experiences of the participants and did not interject my 

opinions during the course of the interviews. 

Findings 
 

I interviewed 10 graphic communicators that were employed full-time at 

advertising agencies or in-house agencies in a mid-size city with a population of over 
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250,000 for this study. Table 4.1 (see below) explains the demographics of the 

participants. The participants grew up within the same vicinity. The definition of 

hometown in this research was where the participant attended high school. Five of the 

participants self-identified their hometowns as small rural towns, while four self-

identified their hometowns as large cities. At the time of the interviews, all were living in 

the city except Ava, who lived on a small acreage outside of the city limits.  
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Table 4.1  
Participants’ demographics. 

Participant Home 
Town 

Age Gender Education Career 
Longevity 

Role Current  
Work 
place 

Aiden Rural 25 Male Bachelors 1 Designer In-House 

Ava Rural* 35 Female Masters 14 Designer/ 
Photographer 

In-House 

Olivia City 37 Female Masters 10 Videographer In-House 

Max City 38 Male Bachelors 5 Illustrator In-House 

Dan Rural 38 Male Bachelors 10 Illustrator/ 
Instructor 

Agency 

Alex Rural 40 Male Some  
College 

14 Media 
Specialist/ 

Photographer 

In-House 

Charlotte City 41 Female Bachelors 11 Designer In-House 

Sophia Rural 47 Female Masters 24 Art Director/ 
Copywriter 

In-House 

Emma Rural 55 Female Masters 30 Designer/ 
Instructor 

In-House 

Ethan City 59 Male Bachelors 38 Owner/ 
Creative 
Director 

Agency 

Note: *Lived in an unincorporated area in a rural county.  
 

All participants attended college. Five had bachelor’s degrees, and four had 

master’s degrees. Only Alex had not completed a degree but had worked for over ten 

years in the communications industry as a videographer, photographer, and media 

specialist. There were five males and five females in the group of participants. The age 

range was wide, from Aiden, a graphic designer at 25 years old, to Ethan, who described 
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himself as the “oldest guy in the agency by far” (Interview 7, pg. 6) at 59 years old. The 

largest group–four–were in their thirties. Aiden was in his first full-time position. The 

others reported several positions in agencies in addition to their current job and were in 

mid-career. Ethan owned an agency and was nearing retirement. Two participants also 

held part-time instructor positions at a large research university and taught graphic 

design.  

Findings for Objective One. Examine the factors that influence the 
agricultural visual vocabularies of graphic communicators.  

 Three themes emerged in environmental influences: family influences, the 

location where the participants were raised, and the creative/proofing process. None of 

the participants were ever far from agriculture in their youth, but not a single one was a 

farmer, and none of their parents were farmers. They saw agriculture and the processes 

either through the car window on the way to school or as part of a holiday outing with 

grandparents.  

Family influences. The 10 graphic communicators I interviewed had at least a 

two-generation or more removal from the employment of agriculture. Out of 10 

participants, eight reported their grandparents and extended family as their primary 

exposure to agriculture. Olivia, who grew up in a large city spent time on the family farm 

during holidays. 

Mostly it would be just like over holidays, you know holiday breaks and things 
like that when I was in school, but in the summers, I spent a lot of time [on their 
farms], especially with my grandmother who lived nearby. [My other 
grandparents] had 10 acres right outside of their house and they farmed a part of 
it. I got to drive his tractor up and down the rows. I just remember how much fun 
it was. Like when I was probably 10 or 11, my grandmother and grandfather tilled 
up a part of their yard so that I can have my own garden with like spinach, some 
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carrots, and a few other things. It was it was the best feeling you know, just 
looking after those plants and then eating them as soon as they came up, 
especially the spinach (Interview 10, pg. 5). 

 
“I wouldn't say that I was like a farm girl” (Interview 2, pg. 2). Sophia’s dad was 

a high school coach and her mom was a teacher. Her family lived in small rural towns. 

Sophia’s experience with agriculture was also from her grandparents. 

My grandfather, when I was growing up, he worked for the soil conservation 
agency so, I wouldn't say I had an agricultural background, but it wasn't that far 
for me since my grandfather was big into soil sciences. He talked to us a lot about 
it and my grandmother was a gardener and homemaker. So, I wasn't around it, but 
maybe it was more around me. My grandfather said we have the dust storms to 
keep the riffraff out. Every time it's a bad day just think of all the people, we’re 
keeping out. It's funny (Interview 2, pg. 6). 

 
Most of the participants had memories of family gatherings at the grandparents’ 

farms. One participant, Ethan, had exposure to another region, Tennessee, during 

childhood. He spoke of crops like tobacco and horse-drawn wagons. 

My earliest memory of farms was my grandparents, and they were in Tennessee. 
My parents grew up in Tennessee and my dad grew up on a farm small rural 
community in Middle Tennessee. So, I spent a lot of time in my childhood in 
Tennessee going back and forth when we’d go for vacation. I didn't live there but 
that was how I started forming my vision of a farm and barns is what I saw in 
Tennessee (Interview 7, pg. 3). 

 
All the participants were exposed to some degree to agriculture, some more than 

others. I think that Sophia summed it up best, “So, I wasn't around it but maybe it was 

more around me” (Interview 2, pg. 2). Memories of holidays at grandma’s house bring up 

nostalgic feelings. For those of us who grew up with grandparents on the farm, those 

memories, images, and events find their way into our visual vocabularies. 
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Location. Most of the participants reported some memories of agriculture in their 

childhood, like Alex, who recalled, “My neighbors just down the street had a son my age. 

They were big into farming. I hung out with him a lot, and I would help him do stuff [on 

their farm]” (Interview 9, pg. 2).  

Sophia was absolutely in love with West Texas. She lived all over West Texas 

and as far as she was concerned… 

…nothing more beautiful than the blue sky and the brown dirt and the green 
cotton. That’s one of the most beautiful images I can think of because there's so 
much color and the colors are so true, like when the dirt has just been plowed and 
it's really brown and the cotton doesn't have the cotton, not yet… just green. I 
think every season is beautiful here. I've been to other places, and there are some 
beautiful places, but I think West Texas has beauty (Interview 2, pg. 6).  

 
Ava was the only participant with the experience of living on an acreage. She 

lived on 80 acres in the county near the small town that she attended high school; 

however, her dad was an engineer and her mom was a junior high teacher, not farmers. 

They raised donkeys as pets.  

We had two, [donkeys named] Jack and Sadie, that were mammoths. They were 
as big or bigger than a horse and then we had just some standards. We never had 
miniatures. Oddly enough now we live just north of a field of wild donkeys. Isn’t 
that crazy? [The farmer] fenced in this whole huge field and built them a little 
barn on the back part of the property and brought the donkeys home. He had them 
like up north somewhere. We drive by them all the time and I just love them 
(Interview 7, pg. 3). 

 
Emma had an unusual experience with agriculture. She grew up next door to a 

ranch but was not related to the owner.  

I knew the owner of the land behind the house that I lived in and I used to go out 
there actually in this ride his horses bareback. One day he just said, ‘hey do you 
want to help him and earn some cash?’ He told me what I'd be doing, and I was 
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like yeah, I’ll do it once. I may never do it again. We did branding. I did things 
like, I helped vaccinate and castrate calves one summer. [I was] covered in cow 
poop from head to toe. Just did it for one of the local ranchers. I'm just always up 
to learn something new so I did it. It was really interesting, very interesting 
(Interview 4, pg. 4). 

 
Aiden lived in a small town and saw agriculture every day. “I grew up next door 

to a cotton field, so I had an idea of what was going on. Basically, right across my 

backyard alley was a cotton field” (Interview 1, pg. 3). Sophia said of the experience of 

growing up in a small town close to cotton fields. “You can't grow up in West Texas 

without dating a farm boy or your best friend's dad is a farmer, so it was never very far 

from me” (Interview 2, pg. 2). 

The proximity of agriculture to all the participants gave them a basic knowledge 

of the agricultural industry. However, what they saw in real life was not the only 

influence on their visual vocabularies. They were also influenced by the encouragement 

they received early in life. 

Alex recalled the creative environment that his family nurtured during his 

childhood. His mom encouraged him to experiment with different media. Alex said he 

made his Halloween costumes. But the media that moved him was videography. 

I remember when I was probably in second or third grade taking a cardboard box 
and cracker boxes and toilet paper and paper towel rolls and stuff like that in 
aluminum foil in making like video cameras and pretending like I had a news 
camera studio (Interview 8, pg. 14). 

 
Dan found his muse early too. He recalled how encouraging his mother was by 

buying him art supplies and painting with him. 
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When I was two, I would be doodling and sketching. I would always challenge 
myself. I would see an image, and I will try to duplicate it. So, toys, cartoons; I 
would see it on TV, and I would just draw it over and over and over. I think it was 
just that repetition of drawing it over and over that I kind of enhanced my skill. I 
really love painting (Interview 5, pg. 8). 

 
The spark of creativity came to most of the participants at a very early age. Olivia 

was no exception. She was exposed to a variety of creative outlets in the environment in 

which she was raised. She became a videographer but not before trying several creative 

processes. 

I grew up in a household with an artist who just wanted to try every single 
medium possible and just was always so great and so passionate about all of them. 
I mean, we did everything. My mom did everything from paintings to process 
printing on an empty cigarette pack. She always, like she welded and that's kind 
of what I've had. We would go to a pottery class and try and learn how to play 
with the glaze and the carvings. I just always had the desire to be creative and 
always wanted to create things (Interview 10, pg. 13). 

 
Most of the participants recalled an open, creative environment developed them 

into their chosen professions. Only one participant, Emma, was not encouraged to be 

creative at home. Her father told her that she could not make a living doing art. Emma 

squelched her creativity until adulthood. She has flourished and passed on the desire to be 

creative in the university classes she teaches. 

I just let them go crazy and just paint because I think it really gets it up here in 
their brain whereas just looking at slides that talk about color theory and how if 
you combine red and blue you get purple. I don't think it really sticks but that 
tactile doing it I feel like it sticks more, and I think that's the challenge that we 
have now (Interview 4, pg. 9). 
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The creative/proofing process. Participants described another influence that 

impacted their creative choices. In the graphic communication world, the client is at the 

top of the food chain. They have a great deal of influence on the result of a design 

project. The other influence that molds the creative process was which media the graphic 

communicator chose. Most graphic communicators chose a specialty area early in their 

career. As nebulous as it sounds, the choice of one over the other, comes down to which 

media ‘inspires’ the person.   

There is a process that each design project goes through to assess the content, 

graphics, correct errors, and to make sure the messaging is clear. Each of the participants 

described this process in their professional environment. Most of them described a 

creative process that involves multiple people but confessed to their preference for 

working alone.  

As a result of the creative/proofing process, the vision the graphic communicator 

had at the beginning of the project could potentially be transformed by the other people 

who critique it. The client also could alter the project and even wholly reject the initial 

concept. 

Ava described her department’s approach to this process. She worked a 

university, and their audience was undergraduate students. Her team decided to poll 

students on their designs to ensure they reached their targeted audience.  “If the students 

like it, then he's [her boss] a lot more likely to go with it even if it's not his favorite” 

(Interview 8, pg. 11).  

Ethan owned his agency and worked with a variety of clients. He talked about 

how some clients change projects a multitude of times during a creative project. 
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[Sometimes] you just have a rough month because you have those clients [that] 
are hard to work with. You feel like you have to keep them because financially 
[you] just need them. That can be a real downer sometimes. Clients don't 
understand what their role is and what we do (Interview 7, pg. 7). 

 
Participants who worked in agencies reported much of their process involved 

research and collaboration with clients at the center of the research. Ethan described a 

client who was in an industry outside of his agency’s knowledge base. “Man, it took a 

few months for us to really learn their products, what they do every day, and how we 

were going to promote them” (Interview 7, pg. 8). 

Dan found the process of creative/proofing valuable when he was assigned a 

client whose business and products were not familiar to him. 

I'm working with a hearing aid company and don't know a whole lot about them, 
but I've had people that worked with seniors and stuff like that, so they have a 
little bit more insight. They gave me a different perspective on the demographic, 
so that helps me, you know, visually on what to communicate since the hearing 
aid company basically wants a senior age demographic, so that kind of helps put 
things in perspective (Interview 5, pg. 6). 

 
Some participants who worked at in-house agencies did not have the same level 

of collaboration. Emma, who worked in an in-house environment, said, “There's a lot of 

trust in my department. They say just run with it and then show it to us, and we'll proof it 

and offer suggestions. Nine times out of 10, it stands the way it is” (Interview 4, pg. 6). 

The creative/proofing process varied in all the participants interviewed. Some 

have hands-off approaches while others had clients calling every shot. 
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Findings for Objective Two. Explore the responses graphic communicators 
had to agricultural images from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of 
modern agricultural practices. 

 Objective two sought to explore the responses graphic communicators had to 

agricultural images from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of modern 

agricultural practices. The themes that emerged were preferences for either illustrated 

images or real images, and the participants’ experiences that were remembered while 

looking at the 11 sets of images. 

Preferences. The participants’ reactions to the images of Little Golden Books 

versus images of modern agricultural practices were mixed. There were 88 references to 

pastoral fantasy ideals with 66 expressions of reality ideals by the participants in the 

interviews. The participants either had a preference for pastoral images but also had 

inclinations for some of the real images or vice versa. Sophia and Max were exceptions. 

Sophia did not like any of the pastoral images. She was opinionated and formed very 

particular rules of what a farm looks like in West Texas and judged all images of 

agriculture against her rules. The first image I presented for Sophia’s consideration was 

Figure 3.2 (see below). Before I asked a single question, Sophia reacted, “That is not a 

farm! Not a farm. That looks like a petting zoo. That is not a farm” (Interview 2, pg. 12). 

Sophia had expressed similar ideals earlier in our conversation. 

Probably because I lived in such rural areas like small towns, you had to drive by 
cotton to get school. When you see that every day and then you look at a book and 
they're like this is a farm with a horse and a cow, like I thought that's so silly 
there's not a horse and cow in a cotton field; there's not [a] chicken. So ‘farm’ to 
me never meant animals in the cotton because that’s what I grow up with 
(Interview 2, pg. 8). 
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Figure 4.1 The Jolly Barnyard. Bedford & Gergely. (1978). 

 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, Max expressed only one remark that was in 

favor of the modern image. The only Little Golden Book image he did not accept was 

Figure 4.2. (see below). Max said of the image from Toby the cowsitter (Sanchez & 

Fruchter, 2015), “Pink haired cat roping a cow! Is it supposed to look like a ranch” 

(Interview 3, pg. 20)?  

 
Figure 4.2 Toby the cowsitter. Sanchez & Fruchter (2015). 
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Max also had certain ideas of what a farm looks like and it was in opposition to 

Sophia’s rules. Max had no exposure to agriculture beyond seeing the occasional cotton 

field. Max did not have a familial connection to farming until after he married.  

Max was an illustrator and admitted that he had a preference of illustrations over 

photographs. But Max’s penchant went beyond illustrations versus photographs. When 

Max saw Figure 4.3 (see below), he said: 

It {the helicopter] is detracting from looking like a farm. When I see a helicopter, 
I wonder if it is military, or the news, because that’s who flies helicopters. If I saw 
a crop-dusting plane, it would make it look like a farm because I’ve seen them 
flying around as a kid (Interview 3, pg. 17). 

 

 
Figure 4.3 Cover of The Progressive Farmer (April 2014). 
 

Alex had a different take on the helicopter on the cover of Progressive Farmer. He 

grew up in a small rural town. Alex’s experience in agriculture was not from his family 

who worked in education. He participated in FFA in high school in SAE (Supervised 

Agricultural Experience) projects and had friends whose families were involved in 

agricultural production. 
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The helicopter is so much of a modern thing that is seen daily. It seems natural if 
that makes sense. Now that I think about [it] the only thing I’ve ever seen a 
helicopter in agriculture is like Christmas tree [farming]. Stuff like that is 
interesting (Interview 9, pg. 18)! 

 
Ava grew up on 80 acres with pet donkeys. She was not exposed to production 

agriculture. Her dad had a Kubota tractor and so when she saw Figure 4.4 (see below), 

she had a bit of a reaction. 

Not scary tractors! I don’t like the plow ones or whatever. I guess I’m just a 
realist. To me that’s dangerous and so I’m just fine with [my husband] not 
wanting to be a farmer and all of that stuff because I don’t like…I don’t want to. I 
don’t want to know how to run them either (Interview 8, pg. 22).  

 

 
 
Figure 4.4 John Deere 4WD Track Tractor 9420RX. Retrieved from deere.com 
 

Ava was not the only one to react to the John Deere tractor. Max said, “What 

country are they attacking with that tractor? Who are we invading with that tractor? The 

front of it reminds me of Cars is a little bit like. It looks like a face” (Interview 3, pg. 18). 

Charlotte, who also grew up in a city said of figure 3.5, “that doesn’t look fun. It looks 

like a tank” (Interview 6, pg. 16). Her grandparents had several acres outside of the city 

and had a vegetable and pecan business after they retired. Charlotte was also not a fan of 
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the dairy equipment, as seen in Figure 3.6 below. “That is mass milking. I wouldn’t want 

to be at the south end of any of that” (Interview 6, pg. 16).   

 

Figure 4.5 Milking carousel in Wisconsin.  
Retrieved from www.milkproduction.com/ 
Farms-startpage/Bentley’s-Farm–Wisconsin=USA/ 

 
Remembered experiences. Sophia, the realist, rejected the illustrated dairy scene 

but did not like the milking carousel (Figure 4.5, see above) either. It brought back a 

childhood memory of a school field trip she would rather forget. 

When I was probably in first grade, they took us to a dairy, and it was frightening. 
And they wanted us to drink the milk like…I can’t stand hot milk. I don’t know 
that it was right out of the cow, but it wasn’t far out the cow, and it was not cold, 
there was no cookie, it wasn’t pasteurized. Like this is like drinking hot cream. 
I’ve had some bad farming experiences as a child! I am a little jaded. (Interview 
2, pg. 16). 

  
The images brought other memories to the surface, those memories from 

childhood and books. Sitting in grandmother’s lap and reading. Torr’s (2004) research 

explained how exposure to print such as catalogs, etc., at an early age does not simulate 

the visual memories like pictorial books.  
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Alex recalled a pictorial book that his grandmother read to him as a young child. 

When she passed away, that book was one of the things he kept as a keepsake to 

remember those priceless times. Several participants either remembered the images from 

the photo elicitation exercise from their childhood or now are reading the same books to 

their children, passing those iconic images on to the next generation.  

Discussions, Conclusions, and Implications 
 

The formation of our visual vocabularies is a complex process that defies 

definition. Research shows that exposure to pictorial books at a young age between child 

and parent points to success in education. Davis-Kean (2005) examined this connection 

and found the environment and parental relationship a predictor of achievement. 

However, two of the participants in this research were siblings, which I was unaware of 

until halfway through the second sibling’s interview. The results from the siblings were 

no closer than anyone else in the study. They grew up with the same environment and 

nurturing but had different points of view and visual vocabularies. 

Images are hard-wired into our consciences from a very young age. Dooley 

(2010) and DeLoache (2002) found that images were recognizable from infancy. Today’s 

parents are reading their favorite pictorial books with their children and thus continuing 

the cycle of pastoral fantasy images becoming a part of the new generation’s visual 

vocabulary.  

Scott (1994) said that the images and layout of advertisements are just to get 

attention. Scott was right; that is the point of advertising. The use of images to get 

attention has become common with all the digital media we are exposed to today, and 
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that is why research in the area of consumer understanding and misunderstanding of 

agricultural practices is essential. Communicators have an ethical responsibility to their 

audience to share the truth through advertising and entertainment media. 

Implications. The demographic researched in this study has been ignored in 

agricultural research. Media content impacts consumers by telling them what to buy, 

what is safe to eat, and most importantly, what to believe. The people who have their 

hands literally on the controls of the messages consumer see are the graphic 

communicators. They begin the creative process and guide it through its entirety. If the 

graphic communicator starts down the creative road on a false premise, that is the path 

the content will continue ultimately reaching the consumers. If agricultural 

communicators want to educate the consumers, the visual images are the place to start for 

the most immediate result. 

Recommendations 
 

The impact and influence of the media has been researched a great deal and that 

line of research should be continued. It is important to make sure the messages are 

reaching the target audiences with the intended results. However, this research went to 

the source of the content, the creative people who design the messages for consumers. 

We need to expand the purview of research with the following recommendations. 

Media. Continued research on advertising content is important. Examinations of 

the ever-changing landscape of advertisements and entertainment content is the 

bellwether to the validity of the information consumers receive. Vigilance of the content 
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in media can arm agricultural communicators with information to counter-act false 

information.  

Creative Industry. A study of the visual vocabularies and creative processes of 

large urban advertising agencies would produce different results than this research but 

could be important since urban advertising agencies handle national campaigns, reaching 

more consumers than the group of participants studied in this research. A study would be 

valuable to understand what their perceptions of agricultural images are and why.  

Research of outside advertising agencies and their graphic communicators who 

represent agricultural industry giants, like Bayer, would be advantageous. What research 

do their graphic communicators do? What are the criteria for employment at those 

agencies? A study of visual vocabularies of that population of graphic communicators 

could help the industry understand the perceptions of the people who create their visual 

content on a national level. 

Who were the artists who created the pastoral images? According to Marcus 

(2007), the illustrators lived in New York or Los Angeles and were far removed from 

agriculture. A better understanding of who create the mainstream children’s pictorial 

books should be researched. The content is shaping the youngest sector of the population. 

How accurate are the images? Are pastoral fantasy devices being used in the 

illustrations? 

On a creative note, I would challenge the artists who grew up on farms, ranches or 

in the rural communities as many of the participants of this research did, to become 

illustrators of children’s pictorial books; to research and represent the industry of modern 
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agriculture in an educational yet beautiful way to educate the upcoming generations. 

They are never too young to become agriculturalists. 

Education. I would advise an increased emphasis on graphic communication in 

the schools who educate agricultural communicators. The students who desire to be one 

of the creatives who make graphic content for the agricultural industry need to have the 

opportunity to focus on just the visual side of graphic communication. The department 

that specializes in an intense graphic design curriculum on my campus does not allow 

non-majors to enroll in their classes. This is a missed opportunity for creative agricultural 

communicators and the graphic design department. The deeper background of art and 

design history, graphic theory, and understanding of the creative industry is not available 

to agricultural communicators unless they opt to abandon agriculture as a focus of study. 

This study was not a pronouncement that any image or illustration of agriculture 

cannot be beautiful, quite the opposite. Nothing is more beautiful than a freshly plowed 

field or cotton after a restorative rain. heavy with the exhilarating perfume of rich, wet 

soil. Agriculture is beautiful, but we need to be accurate about the processes in modern 

agriculture procedures. The diversity that is reality should be shown at the forefront. Not 

every farmer is a white male clothed in denim overalls. Minorities and women are 

farmers too, just as not all barns are red. 

  
  



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 
 

 129 

 

References 
 
Alpers, P. (1982). What is pastoral? Critical Inquiry, 8(3), 437-460.  

American Advertising Federation. (2019). About American Advertising Federation. 
Retrieved from: http://aaflubbock.com/about-aaf/ 

American Farm Bureau Federation. (2019). Fast Facts About Agriculture. Retrieved 
from: https://www.fb.org/newsroom/fast-facts 

ATLAS.ti. (2019). All-in-one software. Retrieved from: https://atlasti.com 

Bates, E., Benigni. L., Bretherton. I., Camaioni, L., & Volterra. V. (1979). The 

emergence of symbols: Cognition and communication in infancy. New York, NY: 
Academic Press. 

Bartles, R., (1977). Elements of Semiology. (A. Laver & C. Smith, Trans.). New York, 
NY: Hill and Wang. (Original work published 1964). 

Baxter, J. & Eyles, J. (1997). Evaluating qualitative research in social geography: 
Establishing ‘rigor’ in interview analysis. Royal Geographic Society, 22(4), 505-
525. https://rgs-ibg.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.0020-
2754.1997.00505.x 

Bedford, A. N. & Gergely, T. (1978). The jolly barnyard. New York, NY: A Golden 
Book. 

Boeije, H. (2002). A purposeful approach to the constant comparative method in the 
analysis of qualitative interviews. Quantity and Quality, 36, 391-409. 

Chandler, D. (2017). Semiotics: The basics. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Clark-Ibáñez, M. (2004). Framing the social world with photo-elicitation interviews. 

American Behavior Scientist, 47(12), 1507-1527. 

Collier, J. (1957). Photography in anthropology: A report on two experiments. American 

Anthropologist, 59(5), 843-859. 

Collier, J. 1967. Visual anthropology: Photography as a research method. New York, 
NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.  

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

approaches. (2nd edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Creswell, J. W. & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. 
Theory into Practice, 39(3), 124-130. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1477543 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 
 

 130 

Davis-Kean, P. E. (2005). The influence of parent education and family income on child 
achievement: The indirect role of parental expectations and the home 
environment. Journal of Family Psychology, 19(2), 294-304. 

DeLoache, J. S. (2002). The symbol-mindedness of young children. In W. Hartup & R. A. 
Weinberg (Eds.), The Minnesota symposia on child psychology, Vol. 32. Child 
psychology in retrospect and prospect: In celebration of the 75th anniversary of 
the Institute of Child Development, (73-101). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates Publishers. 

Dietrich, C., Buck, E., & Specht, A. (2015) Exploring the relationship between pre-
school-aged animated television and agriculture: A content analysis of Disney 
Junior's Mickey Mouse Clubhouse. Journal of Applied Communications, 99(4), 1-
13. https://doi.org/10.4148/1051-0834.1065 

Dooley, C. M. (2010). Young children’s approaches to books: The emergence of 
comprehension. The Reading Teacher, 64(2), 20-130. 
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1598/RT.64.2.4 

Gallagher, S., & Zahavi, D. (2008). The phenomenological mind: An introduction to 

philosophy of mind and cognitive science (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Gilbert, J. K. (ed.) (2005). Visualization: A metacognitive skill in science and science 

education. 9-27. Netherlands: Springer. 

Giorgis, C., Johnson, N. J., Bonomo, A., Colbert, C., Conner, A., Kauffman, G., and 
Kulesza, D. (1999). Children’s books: Visual literacy. The Reading Teacher, 

53(2), 146-153. https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20204765.pdf 

Groenewald, T. (2004). A phenomenological research design illustrated. International 
Journal of Qualitative Methods, 3(1), 42-55. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/160940690400300104 

Glaser, B. G. (1965). The constant comparative method of qualitative analysis. Social 

Problems, 12(4), 436-445. 

Glaze, C. D., Edgar, L., Rhoades-Buck, E., & Rutherford, T. (2013). Visual 
communications: An analysis of university students’ perceptions of rural America 
based on selected photographs. Journal of Applied Communications, 97(1), 1-16. 
http://newprairiepress.org/jac  

Harper, D. (2002). Talking about pictures: A case for photo elicitation. Visual Studies 

17(1), 13-26. https://dl1.cuni.cz/pluginfile.php/254168/mod_resource/content/1 
/DOUGLAS,%20Harper.%202002.%20Talking%20about%20pictures.%20A%20
case%20for%20photo%20elicitation.pdf 

Husserl, E. (1962). Ideas: General introduction to pure phenomenology, (W. R. Boyce 
Gibson, Trans.). New York, NY: Collier Macmillan. 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 
 

 131 

John-Steiner, V. (1997). Notebooks of the mind: Explorations of thinking. New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press. 

Kozbelt, A. (2001). Artists as experts in visual cognition. Visual Cognition, 8(6), 705-
723. http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/pp/13506285.html 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (2007). But is it rigorous? Trustworthiness and 

authenticity in naturalistic evaluation. (ed. T. A. Schwandt). New Directions for 
Evaluation, 114, 15-25. 

Marx, L. (1963). The machine in the garden: Technology and the pastoral ideal in 

America. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. Kindle Edition. 

Merleau-Ponty, M., Bannan, J. F. (1956). What is phenomenology? Cross Currents, 6(1), 
59-70. https://www.jstor.org/stable/24456652 

Moran, D. (2000). Introduction to phenomenology. New York, NY: Routledge.  

Nizer, L. (1964). Between you and me. New York, NY: Pyramid Books. 

Noy, C. (2008). Sampling knowledge: the hermeneutics of snowball sampling in 
qualitative research. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 11(4), 
327-344. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-53861 

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. 
(2015). Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed 
method implementation research. Administrative Policy Mental Health, 42, 533-
544. 

Phillips, R. D., Gorton, R. L., Pinciotti, P., & Sachdev, A. (2010). Promising findings on 
preschoolers’ emergent literacy and school readiness in arts-integrated early 
childhood settings. Early Childhood Education Journal. 38, 111-112. 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10643-010-0397-x 

Pocock, J. (2014). High flying fungicides. The Progressive Farmer, April 2014, Cover, 
22-24. Retrieved from: 
http://dtnpfdigital.com/publication/index.php?i=229666&m 
=&l=&p=2&pre=&ver=html5#{"page":4,"issue_id":"202040"} 

Posner-Sanchez, A., Ansolabehere, & Fruchter, J. (2015). Disney's Sheriff Callie's wild 

west: Toby the cowsitter. New York, NY: A Golden Book.  

Richard, V. M. & Lahman, M. K. E. (2013). Photo elicitation: Reflexivity on method, 
analysis, and graphic portraits. International Journal of Research & Method in 

Education, 38(1), 3-22. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2013.843073 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 
 

 132 

Rogers, R. & Hammerstein, O. (1955). Oh, what a beautiful morning! [Recorded by 
Gordon MacCrae]. On soundtrack of Oklahoma! [LP]. New York, NY: Angel 
Records. 

Scott, L. M. (1994). Images in advertising: The need for a theory of visual rhetoric. 
Journal of Consumer Research, 21(2), 252-273. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2489819.pdf 

Sipe, L. R. (1998). How picture books work: A semiotically framed theory of text-
picture. Children’s Literature in Education, 29(2), 97-108. 
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1023/A:1022459009182.pdf 

Specht, A. R. & Beam, B. W. (2015). Prince farming takes a wife: Exploring the use of 
agricultural imagery and stereotypes on ABC's “The Bachelor." Journal of 

Applied Communications, 99(4), 20-33. https://doi.org/10.4148/1051-0834.1055 

Specht, A. R. & Buck, E. B. (2011). Advertising agrarian unreality: College students’ 
preferences for agricultural commodity advertising content. Journal of Applied 

Communications, 98(2), 37-52. http://newprairiepress.org/jac  

Suri, H. (2011). Purposeful sampling in qualitative research synthesis. Qualitative 

Research Journal, 11(2), 63-75. 

Texas Tech University. (2019). Texas Tech University. Retrieved from: ttu.edu 

Torr, J. (2004). Talking about picture books: The influence of maternal education on 
four-year-old children’s talk with mothers and pre-school teachers. Journal of 

Early Childhood Literacy, 4(2), 181-210. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1468798404044515 

Transcribe app. (2018). App store preview. Retrieved from: 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/transcribe-speech-to-text/id1241342461?mt=8Tar 

  



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 
 

 133 

 

CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION 

Introduction 
 

The objective of this research was to examine the visual vocabularies and 

perceptions of agriculture by non-agricultural graphic communicators. Research has been 

conducted regarding consumers’ perceptions of agriculture, the media’s influence on 

consumers regarding pastoral fantasy, and advertising’s influence on consumers, among 

others. Little research has assessed the influences of pastoral fantasies on those who 

create content for the media, the graphic communicators. Few people are aware of the 

processes that work together in the creation of media content. I am a graphic 

communicator and understand the minutiae of the process of creation for media. In this 

research, I endeavored to shine a light on those who create advertising, social media, and 

other forms of media. 

The research was divided into three phases. The first stage of the study was a 

Qualitative Content Analysis of the children’s pictorial book series, Little Golden Books. 

The second phase was a phenomenological study of 10 graphic communicators who were 

not formally educated as agricultural communicators. The final stage was a graphic 

elicitation exercise conducted with the 10 non-agricultural graphic communicators from 

the second phase.  
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Discussions for Phase One – Qualitative Content Analysis of Little Golden 
Books 
 

The basis for using a Qualitative Content Analysis in this research was because 

the research required more than a simple summary of images. Krippendorff (2004) said 

that qualitative interpretation of texts, imageries, and symbolic matter was a systematic 

process. Smith, Sells, and Clevenger (1994) said in certain instances, quantitative content 

analysis methods cannot adequately describe the data collected. This approach suited the 

analysis of the Little Golden Books and the icons of agriculture used in them. The 

following research objectives guided this phase: 

1. Examine the dominant symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 
Golden Books. 

2. Analyze how the symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 
Golden Books have evolved since their early years of publication to today. 
 

I began the study believing the number of Little Golden Books that contained 

agricultural pastoral fantasy images would be over 50%, if not higher. That premise was 

not correct. Out of N=1,398 books reviewed, only 564, which is just 40%, contained one 

or more agricultural pastoral images. 

Examine the dominant symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little 

Golden Books. Animals were by far the most common agricultural pastoral fantasy 

image and horses were the most common animal image. The second most prevalent 

images were crops and vegetables. The crops were illustrated as rolling hills with the 

rows accentuating the curves with streaks of green. The vegetables were cultivated by 

‘wascally’ rabbits, little red hens, and children. The garden transcended the rural setting 

into suburbia.  
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There were three types of main characters identified: ranchers, farmers, and 

gardeners. The characters were not always human. Often, they were anthropomorphized 

animals and in one case, a cactus, which exhibited human behavior by wearing clothing 

and speaking. Ranchers appeared more often than farmers or gardeners. I believe this was 

because farmers and gardeners were similar in dress and activities. Ranchers were 

idealistically different due to their clothing and the activities in which they engaged. 

The dominate setting was the farm with rolling hills, idyllic structures such as red 

barns with calm animals eating their dinner. The representation of dairies was meager. 

Initially I was surprising because Little Golden Books originated in the state of 

Wisconsin, which is known for its production of dairy products, but, Racine is unique 

because it is on the shore of Lake Michigan (Wisconsin Historical Society, nd). The 

community has a history of industry including manufacturing and shipping (Wisconsin 

Historical Society, nd).  Due to their ideal logistic location, they were not agricultural. 

There were more ranchers identified than farmers, yet there were more farms than 

ranches. Images of rolling hills with a red barn qualified as a farm; no farmers had to be 

present to be counted. Ranches, on the other hand were classified as a ranch due to the 

presence of a rancher. This arrangement in coding was responsible for the outcome. 

Structures set the stage for the pastoral fantasies. Fences were the most common 

structure. All the settings, farm, ranch, and dairy had fences to contain the animals. 

Freedom was the difference between domestic animals and their wild counterparts and 

fences limited their freedom. 

Analyze how the symbols and icons of agriculture portrayed in Little Golden 

Books have evolved since their early years of publication to today. Specht and 
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Rutherford (2015) found in their research, that icons – red barns, rolling verdant hills, 

fences, chirping birds were reoccurring. This was true of the Little Golden Books. The 

icons formed a semiotic code system that was evident in most of the books that contained 

agricultural imagery. Overalls equals farmer; red building equals barn; and agriculture 

equals rolling hills. 

 Little Golden Books began their long-standing run of production in 1942 when 

agricultural employment was at 14% compared today at 1.6% (Department of Labor, 

2018). The occurrence of agricultural images in Little Golden Books dropped from 49% 

in the era of 1942–1967 to 32% in the era of 1994–2018.  

Fewer people today are involved in food production and agriculture than any 

other time in history since our nomadic ancestors were hunters and gatherers. Consumers 

need education about modern agricultural processes, yet the images they often see are 

pastoral fantasy and they are not exposed to current practices. 

There are not as many books in the Little Golden Book series that depict 

agriculture today. The more popular older titles are still in circulation, but the new titles 

reflect the current culture with titles featuring Star Wars, Grumpy Cat, and other pop 

culture characters. There are so few people actively involved in agriculture that the farm 

does not appear to be of interest to the current creators of the books.  

Discussions for Phase Two – Graphic Elicitation Exercise  
 

 The second phase of the study was a graphic elicitation, which is an arts-based 

research method, that examined the creations, drawn or in another medium, of the 

participants. Bagnoli (2009) used graphic elicitation with children, but she thought it 
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would be effective with any age group. During the viewing of the images, the 

conversation was stimulated, and I recorded it with the permission of the participants. 

The transcripts were coded and presented as phenomenological data, further illuminating 

the views of the participants. The following research objectives guided this phase: 

1. Identify the predominant agricultural icons in the images provided by the 
graphic communicators. 

2. Examine the relationships between agricultural experiences and the 
agricultural icons reported by the graphic communicators and how those 
experiences guided their images.  
 

Research objective one: Identify the predominant agricultural icons in the 

images provided by the graphic communicators. Barns and fences were the dominant 

images, with animals appearing in only four of the 10 images. The reason for the lack of 

animals in the participants images was probably due to the lack of animals around the 

mid-size city in which the study was conducted. That is not to say there are no animals, 

but there is so much row crop production and this was what the participants saw as 

children. Those ideas were engrained in their visual vocabularies very early.  

Dan was aware of the difference between what he saw growing up, metal barns, 

and what he drew, a gambrel roofed barn. He said that he chose his image to convey 

meaning to the audience because what he knows as a barn from his childhood would not 

read to many people. To communicate better, Dan chose the image he thought the 

audience, me in this case, expected to see. This single statement explained why so many 

graphic communicators chose pastoral fantasy images which perpetuate the 

misrepresentation of agriculture. 
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The other participants approached the graphic elicitation in their own unique way. 

Some simply drew the first thing that came to them. Others thought a great deal about the 

project and wanted to represent what they saw as children. Others wanted to have a 

complete inventory of the items making up a farm. There was an obvious divide of how 

the participants represented their farms with two distinct approaches, pastoral and 

realistic which were from their own experiences. 

Research objective two: Examine the relationships between agricultural 
experiences and the agricultural icons reported by the graphic communicators and 
how those experiences guided their images.  

 

The pastoral images had exaggerated proportions and stereotypical agricultural 

icons like barns, fences, or crops. The realistic images were either photographs or 

schematic layouts that could be used to construct a farm. 

Pastoral Images. Max’s pastoral image took on super-hero portions. The clouds 

gave the feeling of a flowing cape for the barn. Max had no experience with agriculture. 

His parents and grandparents were not in agriculture. Max’s influences were television 

and comic books. All of his knowledge was rooted in pastoral fantasy. 

 Dan’s image had a closer to-scale proportion, a horse, and fields with row crops. 

Dan said he chose the image specifically to communicate clearly with the audience. 

Emma’s image was pastoral.  Each image represented an individual experience from her 

childhood. She took a multitude of memories and put them down on paper. The image 

was not a singular location but rather a conglomeration. Ava lived outside of the mid-size 

city on a well-traveled rural road. She saw agriculture in 360-degree views every day. 

She depicted a farm that she and her children passed daily. She reported seeing a variety 
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of crops, but chose to have round bales of hay in her image. Ava had a closed cab tractor, 

but it was small and it seemed to be closer to a decades old model.  

Aiden was raised in a rural town near the mid-size city. He reported that he lived 

across an alley from a cotton field but created an image with a contemporary inspiration 

from his in-laws ranch. Ethan’s barn was very similar to Dan’s and Max’s barns, 

although Ethan’s barn was in an eastern state and from mid-century experiences.  

Realistic Images. Sophia and Olivia both brought photographs to their 

interviews. Sophia had a realistic idea of the operation of a farm without first-hand 

knowledge. Olivia presented a photograph but spoke in pastoral terms while describing it. 

She said the image was a combination of both sides of her family’s farms. Olivia was the 

only participant who had the icon of a windmill present in her image.  

Two other participants approached the graphic elicitation exercise differently than 

the others yet similarly to each other. Charlotte and Alex made a footprint of what a farm 

looks like from a bird’s eye view. Charlotte was precise and systematic in her approach to 

the project while Alex’s image was a little less precise. Alex was torn between two 

worlds. He had lived all over the southwest portion of the United States, but spent his 

high school years in an area east of the mid-size city better known for cattle than cotton. 

As a result, his image had elements of farming and ranching. 

The participants were influenced by what they saw. Their symbols were taken 

from pictorial children’s books, television, children’s toys, and what was outside the car 

window. The common agricultural symbols: barns, row crops, fences, and animals were 

primary in the minds of the non-agriculturalists regardless of whether they lean toward 

pastoral fantasy or feel they have a realistic view.  
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Discussions for Phase Three – A Phenomenological Study of Graphic 
Communicators and Their Visual Vocabularies 
 

The exploration of graphic communicators and their visual vocabularies of 

agricultural practices was a phenomenological study. All the participants were from a 

mid-size city in the southwest portion of the United States. Although the city was located 

in an area in which agriculture was a substantial part of the local economy, the 

participants had little to no experience in agriculture. To understand the perceptions of 

agriculture, the following objectives guided this phase:  

1. Examine the factors that influence the agricultural visual vocabularies of 
graphic communicators.  

2. Explore the responses graphic communicators had to agricultural images 
from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of modern 
agricultural practices.  
 

Objective one: Examine the factors that influence the agricultural visual 
vocabularies of graphic communicators.  
 

Family influences and the location where the participants were raised emerged as 

themes in environmental influences. They were professionally influenced by the work 

processes at their respective work environments.  

Family influences. Although the participants were not a part of the agricultural 

process, they saw agriculture through the automobile window on the way to school or as 

part of holiday outings. Eight of the 10 participants described their grandparents and 

extended family as their avenue of exposure to agriculture, especially during holidays. 

Not all the participants only saw cotton during their childhood. Ethan’s 

grandparents lived in an eastern state, so he had different memories of agriculture, like 
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growing tobacco and horse-drawn wagons. But Ethan’s visual vocabulary was similar to 

the other participants. He recalled gambrel-roofed barns and crops too. 

One participant, Ava, lived in an unincorporated area on 80 acres of land. Ava’s 

parents were not farmers, they raised donkey’s as pets. She did not see agriculture in the 

same way as the others. She was drawn to donkeys due to her upbringing. 

Emma’s experience with agriculture was unique. She had grandparents who lived 

on a farm a distance from her home, but Emma’s experience came from living next door 

to a ranch. Sophia said of growing up in the area, “You can't grow up in [the area] 

without dating a farm boy, or your best friend's dad is a farmer” (Interview 2, pg. 2). 

Creative/proofing process in their place of employment. Another influence that 

emerged that shaped the projects of the participants was the creative/proofing process in 

place where they worked.  

There was a process that a project goes through to create content, the graphics, 

and correct errors called the creative/proofing process. Every work environment had a 

slightly different process, but they were essentially the same. The creative inception was 

usually an individual process, but the proofing process was a team effort. The original 

idea the participant created at the beginning of the process had the potential to be entirely 

transformed before the client saw the project and the client had the authority to alter the 

project or reject the initial concept. 

Several approaches to the proofing process were shared by the participants. 

Agencies and in-house agencies had processes that helped create and proof for mistakes, 

but the agencies seemed to have much more client involved creative process than the in-
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house agencies. This may be due to the distance between agencies and the client. 

Agencies are expensive in comparison to the perception of in-house agencies and the 

clients want to make sure they are getting their money’s worth. In-house agencies, the 

creatives are considered co-workers and the clients do not ‘pay’ for their services, so the 

clients are not as involved and have more trust in the decisions made.    

Objective two: Explore the responses graphic communicators had to agricultural 
images from Little Golden Books compared to photographs of modern agricultural 
practices.  

Most of the participants were balanced in their responses. They were equally 

drawn to the illustrations because of memories of the images they saw as children and the 

real images because of what they saw in real life. There were two exceptions: Max and 

Sophia. Max had a view of a farm which directly opposed Sophia’s view. Max was the 

only participant that did not have any familial connection to farming until after he was 

grown. Max had a preference of illustrations over photographs because he was an 

illustrator, although not all his opinions came from his drawing  

Sophia, who preferred the real images over the pastoral fantasy images, rejected 

all the illustrations that showed red barns, animals in the fields. She believed in what she 

saw and was not afraid to express herself. 

The Little Golden Books brought back memories that went beyond the simple 

images. Torr (2004) researched the impact of images on children and said that everyday 

images do not simulate visual memories like pictorial books. Alex kept a Little Golden 

Book his grandmother read to him as a child for a keepsake to remember their special 

moments. Several of the participants who were parents remembered reading the books 
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from the photo elicitation exercise as children, and they also read the same books to their 

children. They passed their visual vocabularies on to their children.  

This research only scratched the surface of what influences visual vocabularies. 

Research Davis-Kean (2005) said the environment and parental relationship a predictor 

of achievement. But just a predictor, because two of the participants were siblings. I was 

unaware of the relationship until the middle of the second sibling’s interview. The results 

from the siblings were different. They had individual ideas and visual vocabularies just as 

the other participants. 

Recommendations 
 

This research did not show conclusively where graphic communicators’ 

perceptions and visual vocabularies originate. The influences were never ending. We all 

gain knowledge and perceptions as children, but those perceptions are changing and 

adapting our entire lives.  

This research also found that the clients of media are shaping the content because 

they hold the purse strings. It is their visual voice that is ultimately shown in advertising 

and entertainment content. Another conclusion revealed in this research was that 

stereotypes are perpetuated because visual communicators think that is what consumers 

recognize. Because of these conclusions, the following recommendations can be made.  

Recommendations for early education–Practice. I recommend increasing the 

amount of agricultural education in primary and secondary schools, rural and urban. 

Agricultural sciences should be a part of existing science programs in schools. This alone 
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would expose future consumers to how food is produced. No matter how long it takes, 

educational programs should be a priority.  

There are education projects that can be implemented without the lobbying and 

legislation required to change secondary education. The individual agricultural 

commodity groups could launch educational programs such as the Florida Department of 

Citrus (FDOC) did with their character, Captain Citrus (Rogers, Rumble, & Lundy, 

2016). We should take the cue from Dooley (2010) who researched very early 

comprehension in children with pictorial books and author/illustrate books that teach 

factual images and information to the very youngest consumers. Dooley’s (2010) 

research showed that as early as 2-year-olds understand images. The images should be 

created and curated by agricultural communicators. The images should be simple yet 

accurate. The projects could include pictorial books with more images than words, 

coloring books, online content on a platform such as YouTube. The characters could be 

branded as spoke persons for the industry and create characters similar to Ronald 

McDonald® that would appeal to children and make appearances at schools for 

educational presentations and community events. 

Recommendations for early education–Research. Future research should 

include content analyses of children’s entertainment on traditional media sources as well 

as emerging entertainment sources such as YouTube. One series, Little Baby Bum (LBB), 

is popular with pre-kindergarten children. LBB’s programming consists of popular 

nursery rhymes with simple animated characters acting out the rhymes. Often agricultural 

images are a part of the rhymes.     
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A longitudinal study of urban children and the development of their perceptions 

of agriculture kindergarten through secondary schools could provide valuable 

information of how the current education systems teach an understanding about the 

agricultural industry. This information would be key to recommend changes to education 

in the school systems. 

Recommendations for higher education – Practice. I feel that the emphasis on 

graphic communication in the schools who educate agricultural communicators should be 

increased. It is essential that agricultural communicators be well rounded in writing, 

marketing, and public relations. However, there should be a track for those who desire to 

be visual communicators in the premier programs. The training should include education 

semiotics and the impact of icons, symbols, and signs so that the messages sent by the 

graphic communicators have the impact intended. 

I also recommend a cooperation between the departments of agricultural 

communications and other schools and colleges on the same campuses. Currently on the 

campus where I work and study, there are two other departments who offer graphic 

communications classes. The prerequisites are unnecessarily burdensome, making those 

classes unavailable to the agricultural communications students. One department will not 

admit any student outside of their department into a graphic communications class. They 

have a ‘strict majors only’ policy. The agricultural communicators who want a more 

immersive graphic communications experience have to choose between the agricultural 

or the graphic communication part of their education.   

Recommendations for higher education – Research. I recommend that research 

should be conducted on agricultural perceptions with college students who are in graphic 
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communications as a major. They are the future creators of media content. Research 

conducted with the graphic communications students should include measuring their 

understanding of semiotics. I recommend there be research that compares the graphic 

communications students’ as major creative processes to the creative processes of 

agricultural communicators.  

Recommendations for the creative disciplines – Practice. The process of 

creating/proofing existed in all the offices of the participants. This process was vital in 

making sure the content was error free and that the message was accurate. However, the 

actual audiences were not always represented in the final project. I think we as 

professional communicators would be well advised to take a hard look at our own 

processes to make sure we are communicating in an accurate and ethical way to our 

audiences. 

I would encourage artists who live on farms, ranches or in the rural communities 

like the participants of this research, consider becoming illustrators of children’s pictorial 

books to represent modern agriculture in an instructive yet attractive way to educate the 

upcoming generation.  

Recommendations for the creative disciplines – Research. I suggest research 

should be conducted about the illustrators of contemporary children’s pictorial books 

who make the images for today’s children. Interviews could be conducted to examine 

their lens of agriculture. The content analysis could be conducted examining the past, 

prolific illustrators of children’s pictorial books such as the Little Golden Books. The 

artists had varying backgrounds, and it would be enlightening to trace the origins of many 

of the pastoral agricultural icons through the lens of those artists. Marcus (2007), pointed 



Texas Tech University, Jenise Haynes Wooten, August 2019 
 

 147 

out that the illustrators who worked for the Artist Guild and supplied the images for the 

Little Golden Books lived in New York or Los Angeles, far from agriculture. Historical 

research of the Artist Guild would be beneficial to understand why the images used in 

pictorial books originated. 

Much research has been focused on the consumers' perception of the agricultural 

images they see in media. Gikerson et al. (2016) unearthed a frightening deduction that 

those who have no experience in agriculture praised Chipotle for their honest and sincere 

messaging in the series, Farmed and Dangerous. But, the creators of the Chipotle series, 

who are they? I recommend more research on the creators of advertising itself, the people 

who produce advertisements that show agriculture in a bad light.  

A study of the visual vocabularies of a group of urban graphic communicators 

would have different results than this study. Those graphic communicators deal with 

national clients, reaching farther than those studied in this research. It would be beneficial 

to see what their visual vocabularies are and what influenced them. Included in the study 

advertising agencies who work for agricultural industries would be beneficial.   

Bezemer and Kress (2010) concluded that graphic communicators determine how 

textbooks are arranged and how the content is presented. Graphic communicators have a 

great deal of power over the messages that consumers see, are we using that power 

wisely?  

Images have never been more important. Today, we are bombarded with images 

on social media and television. Even newspapers use more images today than ever 

before. The images that are in the media sources, advertisements, and entertainment 

sources do leave an impression on the viewers.  
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It is up to the Agricultural Communicators redefine the semiotic images that have 

defined agriculture for the past century.  Horse-drawn plows no longer break the fields 

for planting the crops. Farmers dress like everyone else, and barn come in a multitude of 

colors. It is time that we own our images and write our own narratives.
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APPENDIX C 
RECRUITING EMAIL 

 

Hello, 
 My name is Jenise Wooten, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of 
Agricultural Communications at Texas Tech University. I am conducting a study of 
visual vocabularies. The definition of visual vocabulary for this research is the 
fundamental images that represent ideas and objects in everyday life that are stored in our 
memories. Those images were impressed into our minds as early as infancy. The images 
are the building blocks that scaffold our understanding of words, written language, and 
theoretical concepts. This study is to examine influences on visual vocabulary concerning 
agriculture. 
  I want to interview you for about an hour and discuss your perception of selected 
agricultural images. I would like you to participate because you have an impact on the 
advertising industry here in Lubbock. I want to find out how you approach your designs 
and learn about your creative processes. 
 If you agree to be interviewed, I would like for you to design, draw, or photograph 
your idea of what a farm looks like before the interview. You can do it in any medium 
you would like. The design can be quick and simple as a sketch you would do for a 
brainstorming session. It does not have to be a finished product.  
 No information will be shared in the report that could personally identify you. 
Your name will not appear in any report. By participating in the interview, you may help 
us better understand how visual vocabularies are formed. Thank you for your time and 
consideration. 
 If you have a colleague who might like to participate, please forward this email to 
them or have them contact me directly at 806-535-3381. 
  If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call me.  
 
Sincerely, Jenise Wooten 
Doctoral Candidate, 
Texas Tech University  
806-535-3381 
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APPENDIX D  
INTERVIEW GUIDES 

 

My name is Jenise Wooten. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this 

interview. My study is focusing on how visual vocabularies are developed by graphic 

communicators. Let me explain my use of “visual vocabulary.” For this study, the 

definition of visual vocabulary is the basic images that represent ideas and objects in 

everyday life that are stored in our memories. Those images were impressed into our 

minds as early as infancy. Those images are the building blocks that scaffold our 

understanding of words, written language, and theoretical concepts. As a graphic 

communicator, those images are often the “low hanging fruit” images we depend on to 

communicate ideas. 

I specifically invited you to participate due to your understanding and your impact 

on the Lubbock community with design. I am also interested in your experiences with the 

companies in which you have worked. Your experience in the field of graphic 

communications will be valuable in helping understand how people understand visual 

images of agriculture. 

Your participation in the interview is voluntary. If you do not want to answer one 

of the questions, please say so. If you want to stop the interview at any time, feel free to 

do so. I want you to feel free to answer the questions honestly. There are no wrong 

answers. Your experience is valuable to me and the research. I want to represent your 

point of view, opinions, and thoughts correctly.  
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As we talk, I will have an audio device recording our conversation to assure that 

your comments are accurately documented. I also will take some notes during the 

interview. We will not use names while we talk, and if we slip and use your name during 

the interview, it will be changed to an alias or fake name in the audio transcripts to keep 

your answer private. Everything you say, your opinions, and comments will be not linked 

to your identity. The information you share, and your artwork will be used in a research 

format, but your name will not be revealed in the research.  

I want to give you this $10 Starbucks gift card as my thanks to you for agreeing to 

meet with me today. It is yours to keep whether you chose to participate in the interview 

or not.  

The interview will take from an hour to an hour and one half to complete. I want 

you to not feel rushed. We will take our time and enjoy the conversation about graphic 

communication. My role is to ask questions and listen.  

First, let’s get to know each other. I am a doctoral candidate in the Agricultural 

Communications department at Texas Tech University. I also work at Texas Tech 

University Student Housing in the marketing and communications department. My role is 

the unit manager of graphic design. I grew up near Lubbock in the small community of 

Meadow. I have a bachelor and master’s degree at Texas Tech University. I have worked 

as a graphic artist for over forty years.  Tell me about your background: 

 

Questions for interview: 

• Where do you work? 
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• What is your job title? Tell me about your role at the company. 

• How long have you worked in that company/agency? 

• Have you worked at any other companies/agencies? 

• Where did you go to high school? 

• What experiences do you have with agriculture? 

• Did you grow up in a city or in a rural area? 

• Did you participate in 4H or FFA in school? 

• Have you spent any time on a farm? 

As a child, did you spend any summers on a family member’s farm? 

If so, did you work in the field, i.e. spraying weeds, hoeing weeds, or driving a 

tractor? 

Let’s switch gears now. I want to ask you some questions about your work 

experiences and your creative process in general. 

• What is your official role at your company? 

• Have your responsibilities changed with experience? 

• What do you like about your position? 

• What do you dislike about your role? 

• Tell me about the culture of the company. Do you work independently or 

are the projects collaborative? 

• Tell me what you like about working by yourself. 
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• What is your role in a collaborative effort? 

• Tell me about the challenges you face when you design for industries that 

you are not familiar? 

• Do you extensively research the industry? 

• If you research, what sources do you turn to for information? 

• In your company, what role do you play in deciding the images used in a 

project? 

• When you begin a project, do you rely on your own understanding i.e. 

visual vocabulary, or do you rely on other sources of inspiration?  

• Tell me about your process when you get a project at work. 

• Do you confer with your work team? 

• Do you research? 

• How do you research?  

• Do you “Google” the topic?  

• Do you have books to refer to? 

• Do you go into the field and observe first hand? 

• Let’s talk about your creative process. When given a project, what do you 

do first? 

• What is the next step? 

• Do you “think” on paper? 
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• Do you “think” digitally 

• Describe when you became aware of your creativity? 

• What reaction did you receive from your family and friends when you 

chose to work in a creative field? 

• Tell me about your niche or style in the artistic culture of your company 

and social circle. 

• Do you prefer to illustrate? 

• Is photography your preference when designing? 

• Does typography play a considerable role in your design style? 

• Let’s talk about some of the significant influences on your creativity. 

• From what fine artists do you draw inspiration? 

• Where do you look for inspiration? 

In my research about where visual vocabularies begin, I examined children’s 

pictorial books that contained agricultural images. I chose Little Golden Books because I 

remember those from my childhood. Little Golden Books have been published 

continuously for over 75 years. The books were and are still inexpensive and over a 

billion copies have been distributed. For these reasons, their influence potential is great. 

• Tell me about your earliest memories of pictorial books. 

• Where did you encounter pictorial books? 

• What are some of your favorites? 
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I am going to show you a series of images. The first will be from a children’s 

pictorial book. The second will be a photo of modern practice in agriculture that is similar 

to the image from the children’s book. I want you to describe your feelings about each 

and compare and contrast each and which image you relate to most. 
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 APPENDIX E 

IMAGES SUPPLIED BY PARTICIPANTS IN GRAPHIC 
ELICITATION EXERCISE  
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 APPENDIX F 

IMAGES AND INTERVIEW GUIDE USED FOR PHOTO 
ELICITATION EXERCISE  

 

 

 

1. Which image do you relate to as a representation of a farm? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
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2. Which image do you relate to as a fox? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
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3. Which image fits your idea of a calf? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
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4. Which image fits your idea of a farmer? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
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5. Which image is a cowgirl in your mind? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
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6. Which image depicts your idea of farm kids? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
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7. Which image looks like your idea of a ranch? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
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8. Which image is your idea of a dairy? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
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9. Which image is your idea of roping cattle? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
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10. Which image is your idea of a farm? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
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11. Which image is your idea of a farmer? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 
 b. Which image did you relate to? 
 c. What in particular did you like about the first image; the second image? 
 d. What did you not like about each image? 
 a. Did anything in either image surprise you? 

 




