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BACKGROUND

Experts and advocates have had consderable success in educating certain groupsof
Americansaboutthe naure of, and problems with, ourfood system. Variousproduers,
retailers, and consumers are working hard to re-think and re-make food systems into
something heelthier, more satisfying and more sugainable. Y et mog of theU.S.
popuktion remains persistently indifferent to thewhole question of where their

foodguffs actudly come from and whether and how systems might beimproved. Without
achangein the pubic@ thinking on issues related to food systems, real progressis likely
to bevery dow.

Thisresearch is pat of abroader effort, fundel by the W.K. Kellogg Foundaion, to
undestand why and how Americans manageto remain blind to therea processes of food
produdion and distribution Bdespite the central role of foodin American life. Cultura

L ogic® cognitive elicitationswith Americanswere designed to explore the public®
default paternsof thoughtrelated to food systems because, for better or worse, it is by
means of these undestandings(cognitive and cultural GnoddsQ) tha people think, learn
and communicate. Even if they are offered information that is critical from an expert
perspective, people® thinking ontheissue can bederailed by thefaulty assumptions
misguided inferences, conflicting values, and ggpsin knowledgetha characterize thar
current dominant frames. Communicationsthat are meant to be comprehengble and
persuasive to the broader popuation mug becrafted with these default undestandingsin
mind D othewise, messages are likely to bedisregarded, disbdieved or misundestood.
In effect, they cannotmake thar way into the pubiic coniousess.



SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

It will not surprise readers of this report tha Americansthink very little aboutwhere thar
foodcomes from. There are avariety of straightforward reasonswhy this should bethe
case: For the magjority of living Americans food has aways been available and
acceptably hedlthy. Furthermore, fewer and fewer Americans paticipaein food
produdion, or even witnessit. It is partly dueto American exceptiondism in such matters
that the U.S. standsin such historical contrast with mog other culturesin theworld, when
it comesto interest in howfoodis produced.

Besides these mog obviousreasons though,there are other powerful factors that prevent
Americansfrom thinking aboutand engaging with the topic of foodsystems. The
importance of these factorsis tha they have the power to derail productive thinking even
when experts try to focus the public’s attention on this usually-ignored issue area. This
report focuses on two default modes of thinking about food, both of which obscure and
distort the Big Picture.OThefirst and more dominant of these modes is based on
people@ own Lived Experience Dproviding Qittle pictureOperspectives, alongwith
emotiond incentives not to think aboutfood systems. The other isamodetha alows for
a (big pictureOof a sort, but istoo generic (and misleading) to be very hdpful.

The Dominance of Lived Experience

Mog of thetime, for mos Americans thinking aboutfoodis dominated by default
undestandingsand emotiond stances tha are based on thelived experience of eating,
shopping, cooking, being served, and so forth. Variousaspects of people@ thinking about
food make it much harder for them to think aboutfoodsystems.

¥ Thebig pictureis essentially Growded outO

Themore familiar and natural paternsof thinking assodated with the experiential
domain of food are so rich, complete and cognitively satisfying that people typically
have no sense tha there is something more to know, and they are notasking the
guestionsexperts want to answer for them. It is difficult for new informationto find
itsway into the established, little-picture ways of thinking.

¥ New informationistrandated into new (and less produdive) terms by the dominant
modds.

Theddault paternsof thinking are so powerful that new information (presented by
advocates, for example) can become confirmation of existing understandings, rather
than hdping people achieve new undestandings Warningsaboutfoodrisks, for
ingance, are interpreted as confirmationtha individuals need to make smarter
choices, and tha individual foods should be avoided, since healthy foodCand
hedlthy eatingCere undestoodin these comfortable, little-picture terms D as opposd
to having anything to do with systems of produdion, marketing or cultura paterns



¥ Thereisemotiond pressure to ignae problemsin thefood system.

Thelived experience of food creates close ties in people® thinking between foodand
nurturance, and variousaspects of contemporary culture reinforce people® sense of
being passive QeceiversOof this foodhurturance. Alongwith a default Consumer
Stance, which prompts people to trug the places where they shop,for example, the
Food Recelver stance discourages people from taking responsbility or thinking
critically, and encourages atruging complacence Bpeople are motivated to block out
troubling information, andin fact, any information aboutthe ultimate sources of food.
Importantly, this pattern of denia goes well beyond people@ constioussense that
they@ Qug as soon not know,Oand shapes their thinking at amore unconssiouslevel.

Food systems asjust another example of OModer nizationO

When Americansare induced to move outsidetheir comfortable paternsof reasoning
aboutfood,andto think aboutfood produdionin broader terms, ther thinking reflects a
generic sense of how the GnodenOworld works Dincorporating fragmentary information
aboutfood systems, but not adding up to afuller picture tha could hep people
undestand theimportance of the changes advocated by experts.

Members of the public can, when pressed, offer smple sketches of some of thebasic
elements of the American food system, induding large, corporate farms (which may be
relatively high-tech); distribution to restaurants and stores (especially induding
supamarkets); extensve processing of basic foodguffs into ready-made produds; and
goveanment guaantees of food qudity. At first glance, this sketch seems to correspond
well (if very incompletely) to expert modds. Uponcloser examinaion, though,itis clear
tha rather than a smplified food system modd, people are opeatingfromageneric
modd of Modenization, and pluggingin ther smattering of factud knowledgeabout
foodand food produdion. While this public modd overlapswith expert undestandings
it also entails significant distortions unfortunae assumptionsand cognitive (lind spotsO
such asthefollowing:

¥ Thedegree of modenizationis exaggeaated.

Applying thegeneric narative of modeanization to food, people may bdieve tha
family farms are extind, or else entirely irrelevant to the actud food supply; that all
food produdionisin the handsof multifaceted conglomerates, and that farms are
almog indistinguishable from factories.

¥ Modeanizationis seen as ungoppale.

Since modenization as ageneral trendis seen as an inevitable, impersond
progression, Americans often bdieve the same about food systems. There is nothing
people do to @auseOmodernization, and nothing they can do to stop it or
subdantially guideits progress.



¥ Problems are the (price of progress.O

Themod naural way of undestanding problems within a Modernization frame are as
costs of the bendfits we al want. Attempted GolutiongOto the problems may be seen
as misguided interference which threastensthe ben€fits.

¥ Certain kindsof information have no place and are filtered out

If people® thinking aboutfoodis shaped by a Modernization schema Brather than by
a (missing) Food System modd Bthen information that doesn®fit that schemais
harder to focuson and remember. This hdpsexplain why people dorn® undestand
Sudainability (preserving thingsas they are sounds like a contradiction of
modernization), Diversity (of cropsor of farmers Dmodernizationislargdy GboutO
standadization), Agricultural Subsdies (which can seem like Quixotic bulwarks
agang modenization), or Organic farming (which can seem like an irrelevant side
current, or another attempt to resist modernization).

More genedly, thelack of a specific modd of Food Systems meanstha certain kindsof
information has no place to GitickOin people@ minds (It is awell-established prindplein
the cognitive sciences tha facts are not stored like isolated objects in themind, butas
parts of broader organizing Gchemas,O0nodds,Oor Grames.

TheLimited Educational Value of Food Scares

Food scares have some power to raise awareness aboutlarger issues related to food
produdion, but thar effects are severely limited by the powerful default paterns of
thinking described above

¥ Foodscares may serve smply to confirm the generic Modenization narative.

Rather than adding new undestandingsto people® repertoire, foodscares are just as
likely to simply confirm familiar ideas abouttheinevitable cogs and risks of
progress. Since people are generally passive and complacent aboutprogress, a
paticular foodscare is notlikely to lead them in produdive directions

¥ Familiar little-picture modds reassert themselves quickly in people@ thinking.

Even if people catch abrief glimpse of a systems perspective onfood,they arelikely
to return to amore naural modeof reasoning focused on lived experience and the
Qittle picture.OFood saf ety issues become questions aboutsmart individual choices at
the store, or disappear altogeher as people® Consumer and Food Receiver modds
take over, alowing them to forget theuncomfortable information and resume ther
enjoyment of theproduds of thefood system. Thenews media@ brief, episodic
discussion of food safety GncidentsOmakes it especially easy for peopleto takein
information withoutlearning anything of subdance.



RESEARCH METHOD

Theandysis presented here is based oninterviews conduded by Cultural Logic in 2005
with a diverse groupof thirty individuds in Indiana, North Caroling California and
Rhodeldand.

Subjects

Subjects were recruited by variousmeans induding podingson Web sites and througha
process of ethnogiaphic networking Bresearchers began with Geed contactsOin each of
thetarget communities, and developed a pool of subjects from which adiverse rangewas
selected for interviewing.! Thesample induded 15 women and 15 men. SubjectsCages
ranged widdy D10 subjects were in therr teensor 205 9 in ther 30s 5 in ther 405 and
6 were 60 or older. 20 of the subjects were European-American, 4 were African-
American, 3 were Asian-American and 3 were Hispanic-American. Thesample aso
induded amix of political orientations(11 conservatives, 1 independent, and 18liberals),
and of people wholive and grew upin urban, sububan and rural areas. Educationd
backgroundsalso ranged widdy (high-school only to graduae degree) as did
occupaions?

Elicitations

Subijects participated in one-on-ong semi-structured, recorded interviews (@ognitive
dlicitations), conduced according to methodsadapted from psychological anthropology.
Thegod of thismethodobgy is to approximate a natural convesation while aso
encouraging the subject to reason abouta topic from awide variety of perspectives,
induding some tha are unexpected and ddiberately chdlenging.

Cognitive Analysis

Thistype of daagathering Dand theandysis of transcripts, based on techniques of
cognitive anthropology and linguistics Byieldsindghts not available from standard
interview, polling, or focusgrouptechniques. It does notlook for statements of opinion,
butfor paternsof thoughttha may even beunwnscious It does notlook for familiarity
with issues in the news, butfor more established and long-standing, default reasoning
paterns Some of the clues to these important patterns come from topics tha are omitted,
moments of inconsistency where oneundestanding clashes with another, andthe
metaphors people use to talk abouta subject. Furthermore, the methodis designed to
explore the differences between rhetorical mode Bin which people definethemselvesin
oppostion to other groupsand perspectives, and repeet ideas and phrases familiar from
public discourse Band reasonable mode Bin which they reflect their own experiences,

! See discussion of Gnowball samplingOas akey technique of ethnographic research in H. Russell
Bernard@® Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 2" Edition. 1995.

(pp.97ff).

2 Note that, rather than looking for differences between groups as some research methods do, cognitive
elicitations are designed to identify common patterns across groups of Americans.



think for themselves, and are more open to new information. Put briefly, thisandysis
focuses on how people think rather than what they think.

Cognitive research works on the premise tha unmnscious default undestandingsof the
world (cognitive and cultural models) can guide people@® undestanding of an issuein
ways they do not even recognize. One of the mos important aspects of these default
moddsisthat they often lead people to undestandngstha they mightreject at other
moments of more careful reflection. For example, average Americansrecognize on an
intellectud level that thar food comes from a complex process of produdionand
distributon that is very important to their qudlity of life, yet habitud ways of thinking
aboutfood create cognitive lind spots.O People Who know better on some level, till are
easily derailed from thinking about Food Systems because of well-established, default
undestandingsof theworld. These hidden, undelying undestandingscan bevery
difficult to chdlengeand displace, and, if they are not accountd for, they can derail
communications



FINDINGS 1: INTERFERENCE FROM DOMINANT MODELS

Oneof the chief obgacles to engaging thepublic on issues related to foodsystemsis
people® powerful tendency to think in modes tha excludethe knowedgethat expert
messages are based on: People rarely think about FOod Systems because their thinking is
dominated and guided by “Little Picture” understandings of Food based on their own
lived experience.

The experience of food

Thenatura and default undestandingstha guide people@ thinking aboutfood mogt of
thetime arerooted in thar direct experiences of Shopping, Cooking, Serving, Being
Served and Eating. When asked wha was important to them aboutfood, people
inevitably answvered with moddsrocted in thar direct, everyday experience of food

1 think good food is enjoyable, something that tastes good. I like to cook, so
for me, good food is something that I know I cooked, . . . I like trying new
things. You know you 're getting pleasure out of eating something that you
haven’t had before.

Subuiban female, age 29

If you’ve ever taken your time and you had no obligations, just chilling, eating
food with your family and just hanging out, it’s like the greatest thing. Yeah.
At family get-togethers. Definitely food. Food’s awesome. ... No, to tell you
honestly, I really don’t care where the food comes from. I'd rather like to
think that it came from somewhere and somebody got paid for it and
everybody’s happy but I'm sure it’s not the case all the time.

Rural male, age 25

People® thinking abouteach of these experiential domainsis dominated by rich sets of
familiar, cognttively satisfying modds. Foodis varioudy condrued as:

nutrients for abody;
amatter of individud pleasure and aesthdics,
a source of comfort or oppatunity for exploration;

away throughwhich people condruct and live a particular GtyleOof life
(individud, regiond, ethnic, and so on);,

amatter of persond health and self-discipline
adaly chore;
¥ asdggnificant expense.

K K K K

K K



Unfortunaely, and to astriking degree, these undestandingsdo not require any ig
PictureOgrasp at al of where food comes from.

Thesignificance of thedominance of these lived-experience moddsis tha they can
actively interfere with and derail attempts to communicate aboutbroader issues.

Crowding out other models

To some extent, little-picture modds of foodsimply acupy the spaceQin people@
mindswhere experts would like to introdue new information and paterns of
undestanding. Because ther current undestandingsfeel so complete, people typically
don®seek outinformation aboutfoodsystems Dthey are not asking the questions that
experts would like to answer.

More ingdioudy, these default modds guide people@ thinking in ways that distort the
kindsof information provided by advocates and experts.

Example: A Model for Production and Distribution: the Store and the Cook

Cognitive modds already exist tha explain where food comes from, but these are
decidadly notthe modds tha experts would like people to think in terms of. Modds
based on lived experience only follow thechan of produdion and distribution back one
or two stepsPto the cook and to the store. This Little Picture reflects people familiar
paterns of giving and receiving food and so, from a cognitive perspective, it GxplaingO
food produdion, distribution and consumption, blinding people to broader undestanding.
When people are questionad abou thefoodthey eat, they find it hard to think beyondthe
retail outlet.

Q: When you think about the food that you eat, what are the steps that get it to
your table, whether it’s bread or produce or whatever?

A: Oh, you mean like the steps -- in other words shopping, or microwave?

- More like, How was it produced? How did it end up in the grocery store?

=0

That, I'm not as familiar with.
Urban female, age 33

Fish? Where does it come from? Well, it comes from the ocean.
- Sure. But so how does it get here?

Oh um, I never really thought of that. I guess they fish for it.
* OK. Who do you picture fishing?

I don’t know, kind of I guess just fishermen. I don’t know exactly.
* What’s the picture in your head if there is one?

SISl L Sl

Well when I do buy fish, I normally buy it at a Chinese market. It’s like an
indoor market. It’s a supermarket or like a grocery story. But it’s just for
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Chinese food... and if I'm going to buy shrimp or fish or anything I'll buy it
there. Because it’s fresh.

Urban female, age 37

Information QrangatedOby dominant models

When experts offer information about some aspect of food systems, thisinformation
often endsup reinforcing people@ current undestandingsrather than introdudng new
ones. Thisis because the pubiic@® dominant, pre-existing modeds already seem to
QGexplainGthe facts experts want to talk about so that Ghew informationQOin fact confirms
and strengthensthe established undestandingsthat are based on thelived-experience,
little-picture perspective.

Example: Personal Health as Good Individual Food Choices

From an expet pespective, there areimportant health effects that emergefrom
propeaties of Food Systems. From the perspective of the public@ little-picture modds,
though,hedlth effects arise from individual food choices and the characteristics of
individual foods.

The average person makes food choices first and foremos based uponavailability,
aesthetics, price, and convenience. But Healthfulness is onearea where many Americans
do a consderable anountof cognitivework. Ther cognitive modds of healthy eating
give them ways of thinking abouttherepercussionsof food choices, taking in complex
and changing information, making calculations and making partly moral judgments
aboutsuocess (i.e. being @oodGand disciplined) and failure (i.e. being adQor
undisciplined). However, people remain relatively blind to the health effects of Food
Systems. Ingead thar thinking takes place entirely within aLittle Picture.

¥ “Individuds can and should choo% healthy options. ”

This stance is fundamentally aboutindividuds and not aboutFood Systems, and it
incorporates ideas of morality, maturity and self-discipline Itisapeason@bad
choices tha lead to ill-hedlth.

Look around you. Everybody who weighs 300 pounds has made an unwise
choice. Health stuff is in the media. Nobody doesn’t know that a stick of butter
is too much for one day. And a lot of people probably use a stick of butter in a
day.

Rural female, age65

It takes a certain amount of discipline to [eat healthy], and I don’t think the
general public has that. Not to eat unhealthy. To incorporate more vegetables
into a diet. And why would I think that? Because I see it on the news about
obesity running rampant.
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Subuiban male, age 30

This Little Picture modd tha focuses uponindividuds, their knowledge ther
persond discipling and their Gnoral fiberOpre-empts any explandion that tries to
take the effects of Food Systemsinto account It isapowerful item of Gcommon
sens=Othat is very difficult to contradict.

And viewed throughthis powerful cognttive lens a Systems View (e.g. Qrorporations
are irresponsbly marketing unhealthy food® sourdslike an GexcuseOfor people who
lack thewisdom or strength of character to choose wisely.

¥ (Hedthfulnessisin the Ingredients, not the System.O

In the cultural moddstha link foodwith heedlth, food is assembled from ingredients
(like fat, or preservatives, or whole graing), each of which has some impact onan
individud body®hedlth. This limited view offersno hdp in undestanding systems-
related hedlth issues, which can indudeepidemiological effects across popuktions
environmental impacts, and the effects of corporate ownership onfoodqudity.

Ultimately, themodds imply tha theresponse to mos problems with foodis notto
intervenein thesystems tha create thefood butrather to use different ingredients, and
for individuds to make better choices. If people are to learn to assodate human hedlth
with healthy foodsystems, they will need a great deal of hdp in seeing these connections
and adoping a broade pespective than theones they are comfortable with.

Emotional resistance created by dominant models

Not only dothe public@ default modds ocupy the cognitive spaceOand Ginswer the
questionOpeople have aboutfood, they aso involve emotiondly important stances
toward food many of which are counterprodudive fromthe perspective of experts and
advocates. These stances can act powerfully agang people® ability to think critically (or
a al) aboutfoodsystems.

Case 1: Food is about “Being Nurtured”

Importantly, many of our mog intimate assodationswith thelived experience of food
(and our sense of where it comes from) involve nurturance of onekind or another.
Eating, sharing food taking part in meals and gatherings being treated to anight out are
all examples of thislived experience. Thereisalso abasic and universal set of
assodations tha relate parenting to giving food and childhod to receivingfood. These
comfortable and well-entrenched ways of thinking aboutfood actudly discourage
thinking aboutthebigge picture, and foodsystemsin the expert sense.

¥ Passive Gratitude

Part of the pleasure and appreciation of foodis accepting therole of receiver, of bang
nurtured. Beingfed, looked after, cared for, tended to, treated, and so on, involves a
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passive stance of acceptance that calls for gratitude notanaysis. Thisalso clearly
places the source of foodat the nurturer, especially the parent and the cook  This
Little Picture is self-contained, familiar and powerful and the Big Picture has norole
to play here.

Good food reminds me of something. Whether it be a holiday, or something
my mom cooks. Often to me good food is comforting. It’s satisfies a desire or
craving a lot of times. For me food is a memory thing.

Subuiban Female, age 24

If people assodate eating with beng nurtured, they are motivated not to think hard
aboutwhere thefoodis actudly coming from, beyondtheimmediate offerer. And
given the current American system of food produdion and distribution, average
Americansfind themselves more and more often in the passive role of receiver/child:

¥ With thegrowingreliance uponprocessed foodsand convenience foods people
cook less and rely uponprofessiondized food systems more for preparation and
presentation.

¥ Because of anindividudistic sodal system, we are eager for nurturance in our
lives, and foodis a commonresource. Thedesire for Gomfort foods,Oregardless
of who actudly prepared them, isacasein point.

¥ Theconuumer indugdry catersto thisneed. Advertisingfocuses onthenurturing
dimenson of food commonly portraying foodas love, and often supplying iconic
nurturant figures as spokespeople. People speak aboutcommercial food providers
in much the same way as they would family members.

I love McDonalds. I’ve had it ever since I was a little girl. I used to call it
“Donald’s.” That was practically my first word.

Urban female, age 19

If I was still married, my wife would be cooking the food and whatever she
decided, whether we’re going to be watching our weight or eating a lot of
protein . .. Now, for breakfast I go up to McDonalds and I get a McGriddle,
which keeps me going through the morning. And then I’ll get a wrap or a
salad or something for lunchtime. I'm mostly in the hands of what, whoever
prepares food.

Urban male, age62

For al these reasons foodregularly appearsin front of uswithoutour needing to
undestand much aboutit, as we rely uponothersto think aboutit for us The passive
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stance towardsfood Bwhich discourages critical engagement with foodsystems Bis
perpetudly reinforced from all sides.

At some level, noonewantsto think ill of thar nurturers. The experience of fegling
nurtured dependson trugting the GurturerOPwhether a parent, a small farmer, or
Archer Daniels Midland. The nurturing role is morally goodby default, and not
compatible with thetroubling truths aboutfood systems. The appropriate respong to
being nurtured is gratitude deference and acceptance. To respondothewiseis
ingratitude an attitudemog people try to avoid.

Effortsto get people to dwell on problems of the (nurturing) Food System can violate
people® deep desire to be secure, to be nurtured and to successfully nurture others.
Ultimately, the Food Receiver stance promotes denial aboutthe problematic nature of
foodand food systems. When people are asked to start with thar familiar, lived
experience of foodand Qhink outwardsOaboutthelarger food system, they will often
beonly reluctantly critical.

Case 2: The Consumer Stance

Like Being NurturedQ the GConsumer StanceOis an extremely powerful default modd
that interferes with people® ability to undestand and critiquethebig picture of food
systems. The Consumer Stance is agenerd, little-picture orientation for Americanstha
[imits and distorts thinking on many different issues (induding health insurance and
energy, to name two othe's), andin avariety of different ways:

¥ Itimpliesahierarchical relationship between provider and buyer, and a child-like
passivity onthe part of theconsumer.

¥ It makestheidea of a GystemO(which is broken, dysfundiond, or in need of
improvement) hard to focuson.

¥ It narows an individud & scopeof action to merely choosng from pre-existing
aternaives. (A conumer does nottypically imagine or create alternaive produds,
but merely choossto buy, notbuy, or search further.)

Likethemodd of Healthy Eating, for ingance, the Consumer Stance Btowardsfood or
anything else Bis alittle-picture perspective tha is perfectly self-contained and @oodto
think.O It seems to explain how theworld works, and limits thekindsof questionspeople
ask.

People® thinking aboutfoodfits very naurally within the Consumer Stance perspective.
Undeastandingstha focusuponthetable and the point of sale are perfectly cohaent, and
feel complete, withou any reference to the broader picture of where food comes from.

Following this modd, even if people do notice problems with food they act only through
consumer choice. For ingance, if they want to reject factory farming, they opt out by
purchasing free-rangemeats or organic produe Bthey do not seek to reform the Food
System. IntheConaumer Modd, appedls to reform thefood system seem at best
supafluousand at worst an infringement on people® freedom of choice.
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Even when chdlenged to think abgractly abouttheimplicationsof Food Systems, people
tendto fall back to undestandingsbased on consumer choice.

For the most part I think the food [at the farmer’s market] is more expensive
because it’s grown more carefully and it’s cared for. I guess I see myself as
being able to make some choices. I do not make a lot of money but I can make
some choices. I think so many people don’t have choices. And I think that’s
too bad . . . Or they don’t have the knowledge, or they see the coupons at the
supermarket and go for the frozen food that’s half-off that week.

Rural female, age53

If you know it’s local, then you might know who’s growing it. And what

they 're doing to it. Then you have an easier time picking and choosing the
kinds of things you re willing to ingest. Whether it’s chemicals or genetically
altered foods or whatever.

Rural female, age 19

¥ Themyth of Consumer Demand

The Consumer stance indudes a specific view of how produds Gcome to be OThere
isawell-established and widespread presumption that consumer choice creates
Qlemand Owhich is then met by suppliers Bthingsare there onthe sheves because
consumers want them there. Whilethisis partly true, the modd exaggeates the
degree to which consumer choice shgpesthe system. It amog completely obscures
theways in which consumer behavior is created, shaped and constrained by the Food
System.

To theextent tha people stay within theLittle Picture of the Consumer Stance, they
find it difficult to undestand the power tha systems of produdion and distribution
have over thar daly lives.

A:
O:
A

. Tguess it’s ok. [ don’t see any harm in the apple. It just doesn’t taste as good.

They 've engineered the tougher skin so the apple can travel.
So what do you think about that?

It’s not as comforting as an apple that you can bite into easily. But as long as
people put up with it and go on buying it, I don’t think a tougher skin hurts the
apple.

Rural female, age65

Following this modd, theonly appropriate way that people shapethe system isto
Qvote with their poketbooksO
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¥ The®ecent MerchantO

It isdifficult for people to think of produds tha enter thar homes as having morally
problematic origins Thefact that the clothes we wear are often produced in
sweatshops (and even by dave labor) has proved shodking to consumers; yet it is easy
for mog of usto quickly return to our usud way of thinking. Foodis particularly
intimate Dit enters notjug our homes but our bodies Band thusis hard to assodate
with bad origins

¥ TheGFantasy Food SystemO

In many ways, direct and indirect, American food marketing creates a parallel,
imaginary foodsystem tha encourages people notto think aboutthereal system. This
system is partly based on nodalgic, traditiond images and partly on pure fantasy.
Marketers display images of sunnykitchensinstead of factories, happy, flower-eating
cows donde thar milk for the children; and the magic of cartoonelves standsin for
thework of cookie-making chemists. Thebualic farm scenethat is still central in
American stereotyped undestandingsof rura life is often pictured. These images are
more attractive and in many ways a better fit with default thinking than are thereal
systems.

Q: Would you have any sense of where the milk that you would buy would come
from?

A: Local dairy, local cows I would guess.

Q: If you picture where those cows are what comes to mind?

A: They’re in a nice green pasture somewhere.

Q: Do you figure that’s probably the truth or is that how you would like to picture
it?

A: That’s the way 1'd like to picture it. They probably eat out of a trough and
don’t wander around very much.

Urban male, age62

Adsor campagnstha address the bigge picture (health, environmentalism, sodal
judice, etc.) face atoughuphil batle agang thefantasies reinforced by marketers.

A Cumulative OG avitational EffectO

While members of the public are capable of critiquing aspects of the American food
system, theunoongsiouspaternswe have described in this section exert a powerful pull
tha bring people@ thinking back agan and again into linewith comfortable modds. Itis
hard to (keep people ontrackOin a critical discussion aboutfoodsystems, and even
thoughpeople can sometimes talk critically aboutthetopic, they may act with thetrug
and complacency consstent with the modds described here.
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In the next section we congder more carefully what hgppensas people are able to
maintain attention on (relatively) readistic undestandingsof the American food system.

FINDINGS 2: FOOD SYSTEMS AND MODERNIZATION

When pressed, average Americansare able to provide areasonaly coheent, if very
impoveished, description of alarger food produdion and distribution system. The
accountthey offer indudes some of the basic elements of what experts would like
Americansto consder as they think aboutfoodand where it comes from. Itisclear,
however, that people are essentially making this account up as they go along Bthey have
no established undestanding tha they can easily call to mind, andingead they must
scratch their heads and imaginewhat the Gea storyOis, or must be. Their methodfor
doing this appears to invdve taking fragmentary pieces of knowedgeaboutfood
produdion tha they have absorbed and (blugging them inGto a very familiar, pre-
existing cultural modd Bther undestanding of Modenization. The resulting account
indudes many ggpsand distortions and can bethoughtof as asimplified caricature of
actud U.S. Food Systems Bonethat is probably as counerprodudive asit is hdpful,
from the perspective of advocates.

An Educated Guess. Modernized Food Systems

Because modernizationis related to changing food systems in the undestandingsof
expets aswell, theaverage pason@systemsview, such asit is, does overlap with an
expet modd.

Agricultural System

People surmise tha foodis producd primarily by large-scale agricultural opeations
relying uponmachine technology and scientifically-developed input such as chemical
fertilizers and pesticides. They don® assume that the food system is dominated by
owner-opeaated family farmers who sell directly to retailers. Ingead, people often sketch
a system more characterized by corporate-client, manager-employee, and buyer-seller
relationships

Economic System
People have a sense tha farming success is not jus dependent uponweather, soil and

pests, but also uponmarket forces, competition and government policies. They see
(xcononic forcesOas a primary cause of changesin thefood system.

Distribution, Retail & Marketing System

They can more or |ess visudize a complex and modern distribution system, where large
companies buy up, process and truck produds to supemarkets, food QactoriesQ and
restaurants.
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As far as the US goes I’'m sure they probably raise [cows] on large cattle farms
and, you know, slaughter them and probably pack them up, put them on trucks.

Maybe they send them to factories to package them, but I'm not sure about that.
Then they probably send their trucks from there and go to each individual place.

Rural female, age23

Regulatory System

They are aware of regulatory agendeslike the FDA and USDA, which are entruged with
ingoecting and ensuring the safety of thefood supdy.

Dynamic Systems

They bdievetha all of these systems have been evolving in tandan with other changes
in sodety asawhole.

Y et despite these appaent parallels between expert and lay thinking, there are very
significant problems in the public@ undestanding, as it is shgped by the Modernization
narative.

Distorting Effect 1: Exagge ating the Degree of M oder nization

While it does bear seedsof truth, the pubic@ model of modenizationis much more rigid
and extreme than theexpertsO

Pretty soon I don’t think they’ll even have to have land. I mean I guess they 're
probably going to be able to just do something in a laboratory or something.

Urban female, age 37

Themodenization story Qakes overOin AmericansOminds and the resulting caricature
of modernized agriculture, food processing and distribution actudly interferes with
people® ability to become more knowledgesble and sophisticated aboutexisting Food
Systems. Oneimportant problem is that because people tend to hold such an extreme
view of how agriculture has changed, alarming facts presented by advocates might
actudly strike people as goad news (1) by comparison with wha they aready bdieved.

Small, owner-operated, family farms gone or irrelevant

While in some modes of thinking, Americans picture arural landscapefilled with bumlic
family farms, Americansaso QoggleS to aview in which family farms are basically a

3 We use the term QoogglingOto refer to switching between simultaneously held yet contradictory beliefs
about the world. People toggle in response to different situations or contextual cues.
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thing of the past. In thisundestanding, mog of thefoodfoundin the supamarket comes
from asystem amog entirely domnaed by corporationsand large-scale opeaations

1 think we probably tend to think of the classic farm, like a small family-owned
farm, but I think in reality they re all pretty large factories nowadays,
sprawling complexes with warehouses, and lines and rows and rows of
chickens and livestock and all that. . . I would imagine it’s run by some
corporate interest, I just don’t think it’s Ma and Pa Kettle anymore.

Subuiban male, age 35.

They 're gone. The small farmer’s gone.

Rural female, age65

A variant of theundestanding tha family farms are (nearly) extinct istheideatha they
are onthelandsape Band hdp form pat of theidyllic Rural Utopia people hopestill
exists Dbut have little or nothing to do with the @eal Ofood system. In other words
people may hold amodd of the Bucolic Family Farm that is unconnected to thar
undestandingsof thefoodthey buy and eat, or with thewhole of theModean Food
System. In effect, wordslike farm, farmer, crops, cows, and so on can actudly divert
people from thinking aboutthefood system atogeher.

1 live by a bunch of farms but they aren’t really that full scale, ship to ten different
supermarkets type farms, just your little stands. I actually go to the farm and buy
stuff from the farm itself. . . It’s not like they really give it anywhere else.

Rural male, age 25

The small family farms are almost nonexistent anymore. You have a lot of large
corporation farms. . . Those constitute the majority of the volume of food that’s
produced . . . I've seen a lot of people with small tracts of land, who I don’t think
farm so much for production or profit. I think they farm for their own
consumption.

Urban male, age34

1 think [family farming] is just fading. It’s like the blacksmith. It’s going to get to
the point where it’s not a career so much as almost a calling.

Subuiban male, age40

In this commonway of thinking, family farms Balongwith farm stands farmers markets,
and &Jbsstencefarmmg(I)represent asort of paale universe to theModan Food
System. Thefarmer® market is an old fashioned, ineficient (inconvenient), quant place
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populated by idealists or poa entrepreneurs. Itisnotrealy integral either to an
individud @ shoppng needsor to the @eal Oeconony as awhole.

Smaller food processors and distributors gone

People visudize a complex and moden distributon system, where large companies buy
up, process and truck produds to supemarkets, food GactoriesQ and restaurants. Again,
thisimage mirrors wha people bdieve has hgppened to busness sectors across the
spectrum.

A: Wheat’s grown, it’s harvested...
Q: What’s the place where it’s grown?

A: A field, I don’t know. On a large corporate wheat farm owned probably by
Beatrice or one of those companies. It’s harvested, brought to a mill, ground.
[The mill] is probably owned by the same people. Kind of like the
McDonald’s model — from coming up out of the ground ‘til it gets on the shelf.
The bread’s baked in one of their bakeries and shipped by their trucking
company.

Subuiban male, age40

“Farmers” replaced by “Managers and Laborers”

The conaept of GarmerOdoesn®fit well with the Modenized food system that people are
tryingto describe Experts should note that the term meansdifferent thingsto different
people. When questioned aboutfood systems, people often trandate the farmer into a
kind of manager, or they droptheterm atogeher and describe a system of corporate
owne's, managers and worker-laborers,

[The farmer’s typical day is] probably not getting out and milking the cows at
four in the morning and driving a plow through the fields all day long. It’s much
more like being a factory worker, or foreman of the factory, going around,
making sure things are working as they need to be working.

Subuiban male, age 35

Industrialized agriculture

L ow-tech, old-fashioned agrarian practices give way to high-tech, indugrialized
technologies. People bdieve tha moden agriculture relies uponmachine technology and
automation. Theimagesthey call to mind are drawn fromfactories rather than traditiond
farms.

My family, my grandfathers and my dad they were all steel workers. Farming
is done like that. It’s mass production.

Urban male, age62
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When I drive by they re running the tractors and stuff. But then you don’t see
a huge amount of that. So I'm assuming there’s a factory somewhere where
they do their thing and they 're running machines. 1’'m assuming there’s a lot
of automation to it these days.

Subuiban female, age 37

Corporate farms are almost run like the Department of Public Works of any
city. All the combines, all the equipment is kept in a central location and they
have thousands and thousands of acres to tend and crop dust and water and
irrigation and all that.

Subuiban male, age40

In sum, people@ sense tha agriculture has been transformed is somewhat accurate but
also exaggeaated in ways tha are destructive. For ingance, thefact that there are still
about2 million family farmersin the U.S. soundslike surprising (good newsto average
people.

Distorting Effect 2: Modernization asan unstoppable force

TheModenization Modd comes pre-assembled with rather rigid undestandingsabout
changebindudingtheideastha it isirreversible, inevitable and to agreat extent outside
of direct human control. It also entails a mix of benefits and cods. But, accordingto the
modd, likeit or not, progress hgppens

These in-built prejudices aboutthe general naure of changepresent particular chdlenges
to advocates wishing to make changes specific to food systems Bespecially changes tha
seems to violate themodd. People® default assumptionisthat atering the naure of
Food Systemsiis akin to diverting the course of modernization, a project mos people
would regard asfoolish or hopdess.

I look at corporate farming as sort of a necessary ... evil? Not even evil. It’s,

uh, neutral. It just is what it is. It’s the way food is grown. It’s not good or
bad.

Subuiban male, age40

According to thelogic of the Modenization modd, it is essentially impossible to go
vackwardOPbthingsgo from old and pre-moden to new and modean. This creates a
strong prejudice tha moden things(e.g. chemicals, corporationg are of thefuture, while
more traditiond things(e.g. family farms or herbicide-free tilling) are of the past and
outmoded. Given themodd, some expert messages Onake senseOwhile others don®
For ingance, it makes sense tha big corporationsreplace small grocers, buttheideatha
butchers can out-compete meat-packing multi-naionds violates the @ommon senseO
supplied by themodd.
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Darwinian change

In the pubic modd of Modernization, there is no active agent Dmodernizationisa
process beyondthe control of people. In the American undestanding, itisdriven by a
kind of Darwinian competition between old and new ways. For ingance, people explain
the decline of thefamily farm and the spread of new technologies as a result of finding
Qnore efficientOor Anore competitiveOways of daing things It requires a very pressing
reason to Qyo againgOthe natural logic of this process.

Q: It doesn’t sound like you see it as an important goal, to try to get more
farmers farming.

A: I'm for the small farmer, but I can’t see them being real successful against the
big corporations.

Q: It’s a little bit like they 're dinosaurs?
A: Yeah unfortunately. They can’t compete with the big corporations.
Subuiban female, age 37

We have become a more modern society. I think that fewer people have been
able to make a living farming and so they turn to other things. Obviously
inventions and technology have changed farming a lot and made it easier to
do some things and more difficult to do others. A hundred years ago, most
people farmed. And now today most people don’t farm.

Urban female, age 24

Passivity in the face of Modernization

TheModenization modd frames changeas something that hgppensto you. Youcan
adapt or resist it, butas an individud you are notthe onewho makes the system change
It isamodéd of transformation tha inpires a passive, or at best a QeactiveOstance that
stresses accommodéion or resistance.

A: You don’t have the little farms. They have all been bought up because they
haven’t been as efficient.

Q: Would you see any cons to that?

A: I suppose the social aspects of not having a lot of people engaged in
agriculture, but they can get jobs doing something else. They ve had to.
There’s been that social change that’s been forced upon people but that’s OK.
Farming is a tough way to make a living I think.

Urban male, age62



22

Modernization is All-Encompassing.

Inditutionsacross the spectrum in the US have been growing in scale and complexity,
and according to the Modenization view, food produdion, distribution and processing
have been changing more or lessin lock-step with everything else. Since many
traditiond characteristics of life seem to bedisappearing, like theintimacy and power of
local communities, the scopeof action andinfluence for individuds, and so on, the same
should go for food systems.

In short, people do not assume tha Food Systems are a separate case, and this magnifies
thesense of inetiatha accompanies al of these trendsdescribed above

Distorting Effect 3: Problems asOThe Price of ProgressOor ONeed for More
ProgressO

Jug asthe Modenization modd entails rigid and unhdpful undestandingsof change it
also entails characteristic ways of undestanding problems. When people are reasoning
(unongioudy) in terms of themodd, any given problem related to foodis undestoodin
terms of a problem related to modernization.

There aretwo key types of problem encompassed within the American modd of
modenization. Thefirst and more domnantistheideatha progressinevitably meansthe
loss of certain postive features of life. Even thoudh Americanstend to view themselves
as people who embrace innovdion and progress, thar modd of modernization also
indudes drawbacks such asinareasingly intrusve technologies, bureaucracies,
corporationsetc. Another unpleasant entailment of progressis people® increasing
powerlessness in theface of larger and more indifferent systemsin varioussphees of

life. Critiques of foodsystems are swept up into this general modd of Qvha iswrongin
theworld.O

My sisters all work jobs and they don’t sit down and eat locally grown. They
get microwaves and they stick something in there and that’s their dinner and
that’s just the way it has to be . . . When I was growing up, it was just simpler.
But now there’s more people here. There’s more people living in big cities. In
the more suburban areas it’s just a more complex life. You don’t have time to
prepare and cook. And so you eat crap basically. [My sisters] try to do the
best they can but none of that stuff that you put in the microwave was grown
by farmers. Or if it was, it was grown far away and shipped over and frozen
somewhere.

Subuiban male, age44

These and other kindsof changeare undestood as the Gorice of progressQin a cos-
bendit sense. When it comes to the deails of change, thereisa goodded of uncertainty
aboutwhat problems oughtto be solved and which ought to be accepted as drawbacks
tha are necessary to allow thegoodchangepeople want.

Q: How do you feel about [trying to preserve family farms]?
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A: If you get to the supermarket you 're always guaranteed that your food’s going
to be there. Whereas if you go to a little farm, there’s a limited amount there.
People are busy already. So unless they plan on doing all their food shopping
on a farm on a weekend, and just taking their time, I don’t think they’ll go for
the little farm thing.

Rural male, age 25

We can either have the set up that we have today where there are farmers making
food and there are lawyers doing law and there are writers writing books or we
can go back 200 years ago where everyone lives on a farm and everyone makes
their own clothes and their own furniture.

Rural female, age53

According to the cog-benéfit logic of modernization, trying to GolveOa problem could
provedisastrousif it meansinterfering with the benefits of progress. Clearly, thiskind of
thinking isincompdible with a ssimple Problems and Solutionspresentation of downsdes
of the American food system. People are likely to resist some solutionseven when they
undestand them.

A secondway of undestanding problems, within the Modernization modd, istha
progress smply hasn@made enoughheadway in certain areas, yet. Thisis the case, for
example, with some people@ undestanding of food safety.

I’'m entirely for the genetically altered food, because to me genetically altering it
Just reduces the need for any chemical, pesticide, fertilizer. That will be the wave
of the future. And once people get over the bugaboo of fearing it, then I think that
what you re going to find is that organic is going to take on a whole different
meaning.

Subuiban male, age40

[Food] is safer than it used to be, but I don’t think it’s as safe as it could be. One
of the things I read up on a few years ago was irradiation of food. How that
would really dramatically increase the safety of food and yet the FDA wouldn’t
let them do it.

Urban male, age50

TheModenization modd leads people to expect tha the advandng frontiers of progress
will eventudly catch up with a problem like this and solveit. Thebest approach for an
individud or acommunity may jus beto Gtay outof theway.O



24

Distorting Effect 4: Information filtered out by the M oder nization model

Of course average Americansare not, and will never be, expetsonfoodsystems. There
arerelatively basic facts tha they tend notto knowBfor ingance, virtudly no-onein the
thirty elicitationsshowed any awareness of hebicideuse as an issue

Therelevance of an organizing modd like Modernizationis that it meanstha certain
pieces of information are more likely to stick and be absorbed than others, because they
fit themodd and make perfect sense. Other concepts or pieces of information don®fit
theframe, and are therefore (hard to think.O The Modernization story itself has norole
for herbicides, for example, so unless people have had avery specific and vivid exposure
to thetopic (as they have with thetoxic effects of some pesticides) they are likely to
remain obliviousto it.

Thefollowing are severa othe areas where people do notundestand an issuein theway
expetswould like Dat least partly because theissue does notfit neatly with thinking
aboutmodernization:

Sustainability

Thereisvirtudly nofamiliarity with theterm, except amonga small percentage of active,
environmentally-oriented individuds. People do not know what GustainebilityOmeansin
regard to agriculture, and cannotguess why our food systems might be unsugainable,
except in two senses. Some are aware tha soil Qvears outOover time, and many guess
tha theterm QGustainabilityOrefers to econorric viability Di.e. theideathat it is harder
and harder for farmersto passtheir farms alongto ther children.

Thevery conaept of sudainability (preserving thingsasthey are) isadirect contradiction
of nomal attitudes toward progress. Clearly, the Sugainability argument isonetha has
yet to bemadein an effective way with the puldic Band jug as clearly, this argument will
befighting uphill agang undestandingsof modenization.

Diversity

People do notundestand the continuing diversity of farm-types and farmers, nor why
such diversity might bepractical and desirable. They aren@at all aware of theissue of
monoallture, or of any problems this might create.

These issyes algo seem to contradict themodeanization modd in which oneof the
familiar @o4sOis standardization and bland efficiency.

Subsidies

Average Americanshave only avery limited sense of wha agricultural subsdies are, and
no real sense of theway that they shgpefoodsystems. They are usudly undestoodas
assistance to family farmers, to allow them to stay in busness onemore year, for
ingance.

Q: What do you think the purpose of the subsidies is?
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A: Well, it’s this idea that farmers can’t possibly exist on their own as a business
entity, that they need the government to prop them up

Subuiban male, age 35

This type of approach certainly seems out of step with the passive, handsoff approach
tha modenization modds call for, andif anything, can be undestood as a direct attempt
(possibly well-judified, possibly Quixotic) to combat modeanization.

Organic
While thereis a shared undestanding tha organic foodis grown withoutpesticides, there

isastriking lack of conensusaboutthe deails of organic farming and whether it makes
sense.

Unfortunaely, organic farming is often seen mainly as aform of resistance to
modernization Donetha some people indugein for idiosyncratic reasons

I don’t really understand organic food. I know that it’s food that’s grown
where they don’t use any pesticides or anything to kill of the bugs, so there’s
not really any artificial chemicals or anything on it. I don’t mind if they kill
the bugs! It matters not to me.

Suburan female, age 29

This clash makesiit difficult for people to recognize organic foodas a movetowardsa
supeior, hext generationOway of farming, for example. Even people who seem to have
all of theinformation can fall into theidea tha organic agriculture is a step back toward
thepast.

There is no way that you could make a go of it, raising turkeys, feeding them
naturally, doing it the way you did it before. Because you could not make a
profit and stay in business. There’s one farm in Illinois that does it. And they
do well just because there are enough people in the Chicago area who want to
remember what it was like to eat a turkey thirty years ago when it just [had]
so much more flavor.

Subuiban male, age44
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A CASE IN POINT: CRISIS MODE AND THE FOOD SCARE

Recurrent stories in themedia or advocacy outreach bring people face to face with
problemsin thefood system. Thestories can beintensaly troubling to people, even if
only temporarily, and food scares have been factors in causng people to notice and
conceptudize systemsthat are outside their own experience. Everyoneinterviewed for
this project was familiar with one or more stories aboutcontaminaed Mexican
strawberries, e coli in thebeef supply, Mad Cow disease, dolphin by-catch in tuna
fishing, or other such crises. In short, food scares seem like Qeachable momentsOof a
sort, where people learn aboutthe existence of food systems Dand how such systems
actudly dointersect with lived experience.

Unfortunaely, because of theinterferingmodds described in the earlier sections food
scares do disappointingly little to hdp people form more hdpful undestandingsof food
systems.

Confirmation of the M oder nization narrative

Onereason for thelimited educationd value of Good scareOstories is that the problem of
themoment can almog aways be undestoodin terms of generic Modeanization. Either
modernization has gonetoofar (e.g. theincreasing over-reliance on pesticides) or nat far
enough(e.g. thefact that GafeOpesticides apparently still haven®been developed). Since
the problems do nat fall outsidethe genera scheme, they donnotlead people to question
it. Aswith other problems, like the standadization and conolidation of supeamarket
chans the Modernization modd may seem to offer an explanation of food scares, while
not offering any real reasonsor any rationde for alterndives.

Andfor al of thereasonsdiscussed in the previoussection, the Modenization modd
does not engage people to act for systemic change

Modernization is a process tha Qust happensO
It istoo big andtheinertiatoo great to allow dramatically different alternaives.
More progressOis often the solution to problems.

Cod-benefit thinking implies that many problems are probably jus the price we
pay for our moden way of life (i.e. better than thealterndives).

K K K K

Unfortunaely, mog foodscaresfit neatly within this general story.

Resurfadng of Lived-Experience Models

Because a Systems Perspective is an unndural state of mind for mog people, people tend
to return to therr Little Picture defaults as quickly asther context allows, and to lapse
into their cugomary Zognttive blindnessOtoward vis-"-vis food systems.
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Issues that fade away

So, dthoughfor some people thefood scare can beatrandormative experience, for mos
people the effects only last aslongas the media attention. When an incddent disappears
from the headlines, people forget aboutit or assume tha the problem has been solved.

Q: So do you feel that they resolved that issue pretty much? Or do you just stop
thinking about it?

A: 1 just stopped thinking about it. Once I didn’t hear anything else going on
about it anymore. I just normally went to the store and went and got it. When
you hear the publicity about it, obviously you re reminded of it, so you stop.
And when you don’t hear anything else about it you forget and then you just
go out and get it.

Urban female, age 37

When something seems to disappear from the news, it’s usually because it’s
gotten better.

Urban male, age37

Naturally, media coverage contributes to this tendency, since it only casts a brief, narrow
spotlighton paticular cases, and onisolated corners of thefoodsystem. And given the
cognitive tendency to reduce larger issues (e.g., sodal judice or chemical pollution)to
single, prototype cases, people tendto infer tha the larger problem has been dedlt with
when aparticular caseis @leaned up O

Issues that get translated into little-picture problems

Furthermore, even when people@ thinking isimpacted in longterm ways by afood scare,
thar reasoning is likely to be shgped by the much more naurd little-picture
undestandingstha generally guidethar thought So, for ingance, afoodscare may turn
an individud into a more careful, health-coniousConaumer Bas oppogd to acitizen
interested in more responsble oversight of food handling and produdion.

Consumers hoping for the best

When people are opaating fromthe (passive) Conumer Stance, thar only appaent
course of actionisto stop buying and wait for reassurance tha thingsare back to normal.
Ther limited optionsas consumers hdp ensure tha they stay primarily within theLittle
Picture, while the store, thegovenment, and the busness community deal with the
problems of theBig Picture. This stance also gives them avery powerful motivationto
hopeand bdieve tha the Food System is OK.
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Q: Do you generally trust the food supply? The food that comes in to your

A:

home?

I do. Ido trustit. Because obviously I don’t have anywhere else to buy it.
Where else am I going to get it from? We know to go to the grocery store to
get whatever we need. So you sort of have to trust it. You don’t have a
choice.

Urban female, age 37

When afoodsystem critiqueor food scare threatensto detract from people lived
expeience, they are capable of QorgettingQaboutthetroubling information. Some
people can even describethis experience.

Lately I've been kind of disgusted, because PETA sent me some disgusting
flyers, just gross. A whole package of stuff that I wish I hadn’t looked at. But
1 still eat steak. They showed how the animals are killed and all that stuff, and
I don’t want to think about that when I’'m eating meat. So now I actually think
about how it got there, you know, when I’'m looking at it in the grocery store
before I buy it, I'm thinking what happened to it before it came ... It’s been
about a month since I got that, so it’s fading, the memory of the pictures is
fading. It was disgusting. I had to throw it away so my family wouldn’t look
at it.

Subuiban female, age 23

Truthfully I never thought about [chemicals in food] until I went to Europe.
And I think Europeans are much more conscious of it than Americans are.
With beef in particular, with the advent of all of the mad cow disease and that
sort of thing. They re very conscious of what gets injected into their animals.
And it never occurred to me until it was pointed out so blatantly. But I'll think
about it rarely. It’s the kind of thing I don’t want to think about while I'm
eating.

Urban female, age 22

Except specifically duringintense media coverage of a scare, people are reassured by a
combinaion of factors.

#

K K K K

govanment regulationsand oversight (thereach of which they generally
exaggeaate)

goodbusness practices (e.g. Busnesses won®kill off their cusomers!Q
fellow consumers (e.g. ONo oneis dropping dead from pesticides.Q

media quiet (e.g. (Bince we aren®hearing anything, everything must be OK.Q
persond experience (e.g. OQe never gotten sick.Q
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Thanksto these undestandings plusastrongdesire to bereassured, Americans may
consde theideatha theFood System is dangeous, but ultimately mos people reject it.

As far as I know, nothing has happened. I mean Mad Cow disease I don’t
think has come over here so far. As far as chemicals, I don’t think that there’s
any problem with anything out there. I'm sure the Food and Drug probably
looks into preservatives and chemicals that go into food.

Rural female, age23

I don’t want to buy a head of lettuce and have a bug fall out of it, nor do 1
want to buy a head of lettuce and have no bugs fall out because it’s so full of
pesticides that if [ eat it, it makes me sick. So it’s nice that there’s somebody
overlooking [SC] things.

Subuiban male, age 60

I know some people might have problems with gene manipulation of fruits and
vegetables — I personally don’t, but again, I don’t know the scientific
background . . . You want to be aware of it. I mean I don’t want just any
pesticide on my food. I don’t want to find myself with cancer down the road,
but on the other hand, I think it’s pretty well — naively, of course, and the
laziness kicking in — I think it’s pretty well regulated.

Urban female, age 33

- Do you feel like the food sources are safe?

=0

For the most part. You hear reports of people getting sick from South
American strawberries and whatnot. I buy all those foods, and I’'ve never
really gotten sick from any foods. So for the most part, by my personal
experience, I feel the food supply is pretty safe.

Urban male, age34

In short, despite the appaent promise of food scares as teachable moments, theresults are
disappointing. Thebest evidence for this is that Americans have been exposd to
countessfoodscares, and yet show al the signsof misundestanding and ignorance
discussed earlier in thisreport.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Earlier in thereport, we discussed average AmericansOdifficulty in takingin new
information aboutfoodsystems Blargdy because they have no established modd of a
food system to plugQthis information into Dand the disappointing limitationsof food
safety scares as teaching moments. In this section, we consder several ways advocates
might congder improving their communicationsaboutfood systemsin order to avoid the
pitfalls awaiting them. (Note tha these recommendationswill serve as hypotheses for
later roundsof research and testing by the FrameWorks Inditute and partners.)

Pogtive Bridgesfrom Systemsto Lived Experience BSlow Foodand L ocal Food

While we did notfind evidence tha these movements have had impacts at the puldic
level Bnortha these are exactly the rightterms in which to talk abouttheissues b
cognitive andysis suggests that both the Slow Food and theLocal Food conaepts have a
number of advantages on which advocates might successfully build.

¥ Each addresses people@ lived expeaience of foodDshopping, cooking and eating B
while being conaeptudly organized aroundbig-picture, systems perspectives.

¥ Both conaepts are very conaete, in away that is pedagogicaly promising (agan, not
necessarily as expressed in the current language).

¥ Both alow people to undestand how they can play arolein alarger system.

¥ Both can beexplained in commonsense ways Be.g., Local meansnot shipping long
distances (therefore chegper and consumes less fud). Local meanstha money stays
in the community and contributes to a solid, diverse economic base. Local means
goodthingsfor yourlocality. Local meansfresher, and hedlthier (and should not
mean dirtier and less regulated). Local means Gyou know where it came from.OBoth
take a postive out ook towardsfood and food systems, rather than relyingon
unoomfortable messages aboutdange tha people are motivated to dismiss. Both rely
uponimplicit critiques of the maingream food system, butfocusattention on postive
visons

¥ Eachindudes aplace for enjoyment of food.

¥ Each adlowsfor an overarching nurturance modd rooted in reciprodty and caring.

We offer two cautionsrelated to these approaches:

Farmer’s Markets: For reasonsdiscussed earlier in therepott, it is easy to evokethe
wrong undestandingswhen talking aboutfood systems B oneof these would beto give
farmer@ markets a central role in discussionsof food system changes. These are so
strongly assodated with quantness, and so far removed from the Qeal Ofood econony,
tha mentioning them can probably derail aseriousdiscussion.

QYovementsQ While movements by definition involve large groupsof people, they are
also easily seen as specia interests. Advoates working with theslow and local food
concepts can easily run up againg average Americansdistaste for and discomfort with
extreme postionsor Gsms.Oln order to reach agrouplarger than a hardcore few,
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communicators should be careful to frame theissuesin practical, commonsense terms
and to avoid distanang labds.

Organic asthe Qnext generationOof food/farming

Mog people regard organic food as (hetterOthan other food (even if it is not Ghetter
enoughQo jugify the extra expense). Andfrom an expert perspective, organic farming
seems to offer an oppotunity to bring many different threadstogether, induding
conumer health, worker health, small farm viability and environmental sugainability.
These factors make the organic conaept a potentially important communicationstool for
advoacates.

Modernization: One of themog important potentia pitfallsin communicating about
organicsistherisk of seemingto go up agang Modenization. Because Modeanizationis
apowerful cultural modd which views progress throughtime as inevitable and one
directiond, amessagetha seemsto fall onthewrong side of progressis unlikely to
succeed. There may bevaluein pointing outtha organic farming is Qraditiond Ofarming
in many ways B butadvocates mug also make it clear tha therea motivationsfor going
organic have to dowith new science (e.g. of hedlth and environment), innovaionsin
method, and econorric realism. If organic farmingis GnerelyOabout preserving a Qlying
way of lifeO(i.e. thefamily farm), it can only ever appeal to asmall percentage of the
popuktion.

Commonsense: In order to make themog of this conaept Bas with local and slow foodb
advocates mug take care to frame organic farming as a smart, econonically viable
approach, rather than afringemovement tha appesls to the tastes of Gingle-issue
consumers.O

Definition: Organic farmingis defined in terms of chemical inputs and technical farming
practices, and mog people donot have aclear sense wha it refersto. It isimportant for
communicators to find ways of defining theterm in user-friendly ways that do refer to
paticular materials and practices BDoneof thecommunicationsadvantages of the concept
isthat it isscientific, conaete and objective.

Broader context. Because of the undestandingspeople bring to thetopic of food it is
also important for advocates to tie organic foodfarming to broader ideas like community,
local econonic good,and the experience of shopping/eating.

A new cultural model of Food Systems

Thebiggest GvinOfor advocates on thisissue (andfor everyoneelse), and the greatest
chdlenge would beto introdue a new, full-fledged cultural modd of Food Systemsinto
Americansshared undestanding of theworld. Such a modd would not only enable
people to notice the systems tha produee ther food, butwould aso encourage them to
take an interest in and engage condructively with those systems. Idedlly, such amodd
would:

¥ Make people conziousof and curiousaboutthefact tha foodcomes out of a
Food System,
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¥ Makeit easier to connect people@ Lived Experience to the broader system,
idedlly in multiple and overlapping ways, andin ways that feel important;

¥ Create thesense of afoodsystem tha people can feel postively aboutas opposd
to onethey fear or are angeed by;

¥ Makeit easier to absorb central conaepts like Gustainability,Oand Genvironmental
hedlth,Oas cohaent parts of alarger picture.

Achieving this new level of public reasoning and discourse represents oneof the core
chdlenges facing food system advocates, and would require a sugained effort aimed at
educting the public, in addition to effective explanaory languaye aroundwhich to buld
this strategy.
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CONCLUSION

There are awide variety of ways in which people@ default undestandingsof a topic can
impede progress on an issue

¥ People may feel they have arich undestanding of atopic, while actudly lacking
some very basic knowledge Thisisthe case with childhooddevelopment, for
example, where peoplefail to appreciate thefact that ayoungchild® interactions
shgpethe development of brain architecture.

¥ Or they may lack even arudimentary undestanding of anissueBbas is the case with
globd warming, where only atiny percentage of Americansundestand tha the
problem is caused by a heat-trapping layer of gases.

¥ Or they may use an ingppropriate frame to process new information, as when people
undestand rising obesity rates in terms of the courtry@ Onoral declineO

In the case of food systems, Cultural Logic@ elicitationsresearch points to a combingion
of al of these problems. Americans have rich sets of undestandingsand assodations
related to food which reduce ther interest in and ability to grasp new information. They
also lack afundamental concept Btheidea of afood system. For lack of such a
conceptud modd, they make certain reasonable guesses and a nunmber of false
assumptionsaboutthe American food system, by drawing on some fragmentary
knowledgeaboutfoodand where it comes from, plusthar rich but generic undestanding
of Modenization. Findly, thar stance towardsfood Bprimarily the Conumer Stance
and the passive Food Receiver stance Dactudly motivates them not to want to
undestand. Given this combinaion of factors, it isnot surprising tha advocates have had
adifficult time making headway on some crudal issues. Nonghdess, as communicators
continueto develop conceptud approaches tha offer the public conaete new ways of
undestanding thefood system and our relationghip to it, there is an oppatunity for real
and important progress.
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