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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to determine how helpful media sources are in providing information of a 

potential terrorist attack to the U.S. food and fiber system.  The population (N=43,209) consisted of former 

students from a Midwestern university whose e-mail address was accessible through an alumni database. A 

stratified random sample (n=7,902) was selected from the target population. Respondents indicated 

television (M = 3.22, SD= 1.30) and radio (M=3.00, SD=1.26) was helpful for providing information on 

how to help victims of terrorist attacks to the food supply.  Findings from this study suggest news media is 

helpful in providing information that could be used by individuals to satisfy understanding and orientation 

goal dimensions.  Thus, this study should be replicated using a population that exists within a social 

environment where previous events have questioned the protective functions of its food supply such as 

United Kingdom.   
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1. Introduction 

A deliberate attack or accidental contamination to the U.S. food and fiber system could impact the 

U.S. social, economic and political livelihoods of its citizens (Chalk, 2004; Monke, 2004).  Although there 

have been few substantiated cases of agroterrorism (Geissler, 1999; Kohnen, 2000; Stellman, Stellman, 

Christians, Weber, & Tomasallo, 2003), heightened media coverage and policy implementations toward 

national security measures after 9/11 have potentially influenced the level of perceived threat of a terrorist 

attack on the U.S. food and fiber system.  Moreover, the vulnerable infrastructure of agricultural entities 

(Ashlock, Cartmell, & Kelemen, 2006; FDA, 2006; FDA, 2009; Piggott & Marsh, 2004) not only enhances 

the potential for its attack, but also creates the possibility for accidental contamination (Kohnen, 2000).  

Thus, it becomes important to understand how individuals respond to a growing bombardment of mass 

media coverage (Gigli, 2004), especially on issues that might, in their own respect, question their current 

state of safety.   

Food and agriculture information is supplied by multiple sources including the mass media (Patrick 

& Ullericj, 1996; Verbeke, 2005; Whateley, Doerfert, Kistler, & Thompson, 2005).  Whatley et al. (2005) 

identified family, government agencies, professional associations, formal education, and the media as 

sources primarily used by the public to access agricultural and food safety information.  Cartmell (2001) 

stated mass media supplies the public with a large amount of agricultural news and can greatly influence the 

public’s perceptions about agricultural issues.  As the populace of developed countries, such as the U.S., 

become less involved with production agriculture, the reliance on mass media for relevant information about 

issues related to agriculture increases (Kalaitzandonakes & Vickner, 2004).  In addition, it is posited 

audiences of mass media become more dependent on media sources for information in complex societies 

(Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976).  

The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press (2008) noted Americans seek information 

about various topics, including agriculture, through various mediums.  In its 2008 report on trends in news 

consumption, The Pew Research Center estimated about 52 percent of Americans receive most of their news 

information through local television news, 34 percent seek most of their news information through daily 

newspapers, 35 percent listen daily to news on the radio, and about 37 percent depend on online news 

sources for information with many individuals using multiple mediums.  In addition, it was reported 

traditional news sources are steadily declining.  An increasing audience segment relies on the Internet for 

news with 82 percent getting their news throughout the day and about half of the 13 percent who make up 

this segment opting to not watch television news altogether (Pew, 2008).   

  Individuals who seek media do so based on three primary dimensions or goals of human 

motivation: understanding, orientation, and play (Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach, & Grube, 1984).  Further, 

individuals may depend on certain media channels to satisfy a specific dimension, but also may use a variety 

of media channels to meet certain information or entertainment needs (Ball-Rokeach, 1985). In the context 

of media dependency, goals are the key dimension of individual motivation (Ball-Rokeach, 1985). 

Researchers who focused on the goals of understanding, orientation and play have found media dependency 

can vary by goal type (DeFleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1989;Loges, 1994; Morton & Duck, 2000). 

 Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976) hypothesized under certain conditions media messages become 

more relevant to individuals, thus increasing the dependency between source and receiver. Therefore, the 

public’s dependence on mass media is a critical variable in understanding when and why information 

disseminated through the media affects the public’s perception toward a specific topic. 

Media dependency theory critically analyzes the relationship between audience, media, and society 

and focuses on the level of dependence of mass media to inform (Ball-Rokeach, & DeFleur, 1976).  Ball-

Rokeach and DeFleur posited dependence “is a key variable in understanding when and why media 
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messages alter audience beliefs, feelings, or behavior” (p.5).  As society grows more complex, the 

dependency on mass media for “unique information functions” increases (p.6). Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur 

defined MDT as “a relationship in which the satisfaction of needs or the attainment of goals by one party is 

contingent upon the resources of another party” (p.6). Further, MDT theorized the relationships between 

audiences and media in a complex society might have influence on audience attitudes, agendas, and beliefs.   

These relationships are contingent on a number of social factors.  First, the structural relations among 

mass media, government and society become the over-arching control of dependency.  Therefore, the 

media’s role/function in a society influences media dependency.  Next, the intensity of interpersonal 

networks influences media dependency.  For an individual, interpersonal networks are often key information 

sources (Patrick & Ullericj, 1996; Rogers, 2003; Verbeke, 2005; Whateley, et. al, 2005).  The dependence 

and/or availability of these networks affects the level of dependency, or lack of, one has on media sources 

(Tai & Sun, 2007).  In addition, the media’s activity, the current social environment and the individual 

characteristics affect media dependency.  These factors work together, often affecting one another, in 

determining the level of media dependency. 

As insufficient information or the inability to select sufficient information from interpersonal sources 

becomes apparent, dependency on media sources for information should increase.  Thus, in any situation 

where ambiguity exists (i.e. a large-scale social disruption) and interpersonal networks lack information to 

resolve ambiguity, the media becomes an alternative source for information due to its structural position in 

modern societies (Hirschburg, Dillman, & Ball-Rokeach, 1986). 

 In a study observing media use during the Vietnam War, it was noted when the legitimacy of the war 

was questioned, individuals as well as peer networks “required access to media information resources to 

resolve their ambiguities about the meaning of the war” (Ball-Rokeach, 1998, p. 15).  In addition, 

incomplete or contradictory media information could create ambiguity.  Ball-Rokeach (1985) explained 

“personal efficacy or a sense of being on top of things is undermined when we are unable to count on stable 

social organization or unable to formulate projections about the future course of events that affect our lives 

(p. 498).”  Journalists are bombarded with scientific information daily and often make scientific claims seem 

more certain than they are or present both sides of an issue with equal weight, creating ambiguity in the 

reader or viewer (Stocking, 1999).  

When individuals have feelings of ambiguity or threat, their information goals are often met by various 

types of media (Hirshburg, et al., 1986; 1986, Loges, 1994, Lowrey, 2004).   During times of large-scale 

social disruption, individuals have sought information that is helpful in alleviating feelings of threat (Loges) 

but also information that is helpful in determining how to protect oneself or others from threat(s) (Glade, 

2004; Lowrey, 2004).  Whether these disruptions are man-made or natural, television has been the most 

helpful and/or most sought media source for information (Hirshburg et al.; Lowrey, 2004).   

 

3. Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to determine how helpful media sources are in providing informationof a 

potential terrorist attack to the U.S. food and fiber system. The following research questions were used to 

guide the study: 

1.  What mass media channels (TV, Internet, radio, print media) are most used in seeking news of 

any topic? 

2.  Are mass media channels (TV, Internet, radio, print media) trusted by individuals who seek news 

of any topic? 

3. Is the media (TV, Internet, radio, print media) helpful in providing information during a potential 

attack on the U.S. food and fiber system? 
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2. Methods 

2.1 Respondents 

The population (N=43,209) consisted of former students from a Midwestern university whose e-mail 

address was accessible through an alumni database.  Respondents were stratified by college affiliation and 

randomly selected using a randomized number generator.  A web-based survey was developed using 

surveymonkey.com.  The sample population was contacted via e-mail with the link to the instrument.  A 

stratified random sample (n=7,902) was selected from the target population (N=43,209).  Some e-mail 

addresses selected were not valid or “bounced back” to the sender during the collection period.  Thus, only 

5,915 contacts were made.  Of the sample contacted, 682 completed the survey for a response rate of 11.5 

percent. 

Respondents indicated 57.2 percent were male (n= 333), where 42.8 percent were female (n=249).  

Ninety-nine did not specify their gender.  The majority (67.3%) were employed full-time while almost one-

quarter (22.7%) were currently not employed.  About 38 percent of respondents described their 2008 

household income from all sources as being more than $100,000 before taxes. The average age of 

respondents was 48.18 years old with a range of 22 to 90.  The typical respondent indicated they had lived in 

their current communities for 18.48 years with a range from 0 to 74 years.  The majority (65.9%) of 

respondents indicated they were conservative (30.8%) or moderately conservative (34.8%) in their political 

beliefs and had never served in the military (80.2%). 

Respondents indicated a large percentage (92.8%) considered themselves as white or Caucasian.  

Native American or Alaskan Native (4.3%) was the next largest ethnic group.  Most (98.5%) respondents 

received at least a bachelor’s degree. 

2.2 Procedures for data collection and Analysis 

The data collection period was from April 14, 2009, to May 5, 2009, for a total collection time of 

four weeks. The instrument was distributed via the World Wide Web and accessed through individually 

created url addresses received through e-mail.  The researcher used surveymonkey.com to administer and 

host the survey.  Collection procedures followed standard e-mail survey protocol (Schaefer & Dillman, n.d.).  

Two e-mail contacts were made throughout the collection time.  The first contact was an introductory e-mail 

informing the subject of the study and confidentially of the responses.  The next contact was a reminder e-

mail that included a link to the questionnaire.  Both contacts included a link to the survey as well as a link to 

opt out of the study. 

 Non-response error was checked by comparing early and late respondents (Lindner, Murphy, & 

Briers, 2001).  Subjects who responded before the second e-mail contact (before April 21, 2009) were 

considered early respondents and subjects who responded on or after April 21, 2009, were classified as late 

respondents.  Independent sample t-tests were conducted using SPSS 16 for Windows.  All demographic 

variables as well as all independent variables and dependent variables were checked for inconsistency.  

Means from scaled items were used to determine inconsistency.  No significant (p < .05) differences 

between early and late respondents were found. 

Descriptive statistics were analyzed to determine any trends of media use and to determine if 

respondents sought mass media for issues concerning a potential agricultural attack on the U.S. food and 

fiber system.  Helpfulness was measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale where 1= “not at all helpful” and 5= 

“extremely helpful.”  Responses above “3” were considered helpful while responses below “3” were 

considered not helpful. 
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4. Results 

Respondents indicated that during normal times, television and the Internet are used most for seeking 

news information.  The respondents spent about nine hours a week on the Internet and television, 

respectively, seeking news information (Table 1).   

 Survey respondents indicated they spend an average of 4.5 hours a week seeking information about 

terrorist threats to the food and fiber system through television, 3.65 hours a week through the Internet, 2.62 

hours a week through radio, and 1.58 hours a week through print mediums. 

 Almost half (45.2%, n= 600) did not use television as a media source for information about terrorist 

threats to the food and fiber system.  Approximately half of respondents noted they did not use any media 

sources for information about terrorist threats to the food and fiber system on a weekly basis (Table 2). 

Most respondents were not overly trustworthy of the news media in reporting on any issue.  On a 4-

point Likert-type scale with 1 = “not at all trustworthy” and 4 = “extremely trustworthy,” respondents 

indicated their mean level of trust for Internet and television was 2.30 and 2.27, respectively.  Radio 

(M=2.55) and print (M=2.52) media were more trusted to report on any issue by respondents than other 

media sources. 

 Respondents did not report any media being “extremely helpful” or “not at all helpful” in providing 

information about potential terrorist threats to the national food and fiber system (Table 3). 

Respondents reported television, the Internet and radio was helpful at providing information about 

potential terrorist threats to the food and fiber system of their community.  (Table 4). 

 Respondents indicated television (M = 3.22, SD= 1.30) and radio (M=3.00, SD=1.26) was helpful for 

providing information on how to help victims of terrorist attacks to the food supply.  Respondents also 

indicated other media were not helpful: Internet (M=2.86, SD=1.25), print (M=2.79, SD= 1.15).   

 Respondents reported that none of the selected media was “extremely helpful” nor were they “not 

helpful at all” at providing information on how to protect oneself against terrorist attacks to the food and 

fiber system.  Television (M= 3.07, SD= 1.30) was the most helpful of any medium. (Table 5). 

 

5. Discussion 

Based on findings, respondents’ normal media use does influence their individual dependency on 

selected news mediums.  Glade (2004) reported similar findings following the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  In his 

study, college students relied on familiar news mediums to satisfy social and orientation goals, while 

depending on their normal entertainment mediums to provide escape or solace from the attacks.  Lowrey 

(2004) discovered normal media use was a significant predictor of individual medium dependency for the 

Internet, radio and print sources.  However, unlike this study, normal use for television was not significant.  

All selected mediums (television, Internet, radio, and print) were statistically significant in this study in 

predicting media dependency.   

Respondents in this study reported they normally spend nine hours a week seeking news information 

from television, nine hours a week seeking news information from the Internet, five hours a week seeking 

information from radio, and four hours a week seeking news information from print sources.  These findings 

are comparable to a Pew Research Center (2008) report on the public’s news seeking activity.  In its report, 

the research center indicated about 82 percent of Americans actively seek news information from mass 

media sources.  Respondents of this study spent an adequate time seeking news information from mass 

media sources during a typical week.  In addition, the Pew study noted the various mediums Americans use 

to seek news information.  Respondents in this study reported using various mass media sources to seek 

news information as well.  Although television and the Internet were used most often, substantial time 

seeking news information from radio and print sources were reported. 
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Specific investigation into how interpersonal networks affect individual media dependency should be 

sought.  Rogers (2003) maintained mass media is used as the primary source for initial awareness, but peer 

groups are more influential in decision-making. 

Future investigation on how audiences use mass media to make decisions should be sought.  

Findings from this study suggest respondents spend a substantial amount of time seeking information from 

mass media sources.  Future research should focus on how normal media use affects decision making, 

especially as it pertains to times of social disruption.   

 

 

5.1 Recommendations for Research 

This study used a population that exists in a social environment where despite recent food contaminations, 

still believes the food supply is relatively safe (Grunert, 2005).  Findings from this study suggest news 

media is helpful in providing information that could be used by individuals to satisfy understanding and 

orientation goal dimensions.  Thus, this study should be replicated using a population that exists within a 

social environment where previous events have questioned the protective functions of its food supply such 

as United Kingdom.  In addition, future research should be sought to determine if audiences within the U.S. 

social environment are concerned by possible attacks to the U.S. food supply.  This line of inquiry should 

also involve studies of perceptions of responsibility, that is who/what governmental, private or social entity 

is responsible for protecting the nation’s food supply.   

 Research should continue to investigate media dependencies on specific news mediums. Findings 

from this study suggest specific mediums are used more often than others to obtain news information, 

specifically information about uncertainty.  Grant (1989) explained that the more an individual was 

interested or aroused by content, the greater the intensity of cognitive arousal.  Lowrey (2004) noted that a 

dependency for television may be explained by the nature of television (visual and auditory) or because of 

the historical use of expert sources attached to this medium.  Thus, future inquiry should be conducted to 

determine if certain mediums naturally “arouse” individuals as well as explore the combination of medium 

and message in this process. 

Future investigation on how audiences use mass media to make decisions should be sought.  

Findings from this study suggest respondents spend a substantial amount of time seeking information from 

mass media sources.  Future research should focus on how normal media use affects decision making, 

especially as it pertains to times of social disruption.   

5.2 Recommendations for Practice 

Based on the findings of this study, agricultural communications practitioners and media 

professionals should be cognizant of the amount of time and the variety of resources respondents use in 

gathering news information.  In addition, efforts to serve this population should be made to focus and create 

media messages toward interactive media channels.  Respondents indicated they spent about twice as many 

hours per week seeking news information from television and the Internet.  Thus, these mediums should be 

used to inform the public of potential threats to the food and fiber system. 

 Respondents indicated they did not completely trust news sources in reporting on any issue.  

Communications practitioners need to ensure accuracy in their messages by using accredited sources and 

checking facts to improve the trustworthiness of their audiences.  In addition, respondents indicated they 

were relatively knowledgeable of the food and fiber system.  Thus, communications practitioners should be 

educated and knowledgeable about the content they report. 

Respondents indicated they spent as much as one hour or more a week seeking information about 

terrorist threats to the food and fiber system.  Current journalists should frequently report on food security 



European International Journal of Science and Technology                   Vol. 2 No. 9              November, 2013 

 
 

69 

and general safety of the food supply.  In addition, communications educators need to address the growing 

trend in crisis communications needs of the agricultural sector as well as in other industries.  Curriculum 

should focus on reporting messages during a large-scale social disruption and its affect on audience behavior.   
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Figure 1. Determinants of Individual System Dependency Relations (based on Ball-Rokeach, 1985). 

 

Table 1 

Hours of Weekly Media Use during Normal Times as a News Information Source 

Media M SD Rank 

Internet (n=614) 9.02 9.71 1 

Television (n=614) 8.98 8.44 2 

Radio (n=601) 5.00 7.14 3 

Print (n=594) 4.00 5.00 4 

 

Table 2 

Use of Media for Information about Terrorist Threats to the Food and Fiber System 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Media Used Media? 

 Yes (%) N (%) 

Television (n=600) 54.3 45.7 

Internet (n=600) 42.5 57.5 

Radio (n=586) 48.7 51.3 

Print (n=587) 56.2 43.8 
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Table 3 

Helpfulness of Media in Providing Information about Potential Terrorist Threats to the National Food and 

Fiber System 

Media M SD 

Television (n=585) 3.26 1.25 

Internet (n=588) 3.05 1.20 

Radio (n=585) 3.04 1.23 

Print (n=586) 2.80 1.08 

Note.  5-point, Likert-type scale where 1= “not at all helpful,” 5= “extremely helpful” 

 

Table 4 

Helpfulness of Media in Providing Information about Potential Terrorist Threats to the Food and Fiber 

System in Respondents’ Local Communities 

Media M SD 

Television (n=579) 3.13 1.28 

Radio (n=584) 2.99 1.25 

Print (n=580) 2.75 1.14 

Internet (n=585) 2.72 1.21 

Note.  5-point, Likert-type scale where 1= “not at all helpful,” 5= “extremely helpful” 

 

Table 5 

Helpfulness of Media in Providing Information on how to Protect Yourself against Terrorist Attacks to the 

Food and Fiber System 

Media M SD 

Television (n=582) 3.07 1.30 

Internet (n=587) 2.99 1.28 

Radio (n=582) 2.82 1.23 

Print (n=583) 2.79 1.18 

Note.  5-point, Likert-type scale where 1= “not at all helpful”, 5= “extremely helpful” 

 


