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provides access to data from market and opinion research institutions. Statista presented the 

most-followed food influencers on Instagram in the United States as of January 2018 (Statista, 

2018). Based on the reliable external assessment data, this study used content analysis to 

investigate how the different categories of visual framing mutually or independently contribute 

to the popularity of these top ten food influencers. 

Using the food-related images posted by these food influencers from January 1, 2017 to 

December 31, 2017, and considering the popularity of the image, this study only analyzed 

images that received more than 10,000 “likes” on the influencer`s account. The 10 participants 

included both male (20%) and female (70%), one of the accounts did not have explicit gender 

implications for the holder. Images were randomly selected in each influencer’s Instagram, one 

image per month, obtaining a total of N = 120 posts. 

Reliability 

In order to ensure the reliability of the codebook used in the content analysis, another 

coder was trained by the researcher to analyze 10% of the image posts. The intercoder and 

primary researcher reached an agreement and decided on a final set of rules after results 

comparison. Acceptable levels of inter-coder reliability via Krippendorff’s alpha were achieved 

and ranged from 0.86 to 1.0 for each variable tested. 

Data Analysis  

 All the descriptive categories (see Table A1) were coded in Excel spreadsheet before 

importing into IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences software. First, the frequencies 

for each variable were computed to identify missing information and patterns in the data. A 

complete breakdown of descriptive variables of each influencer can be found in Figure A2. To 

test the relationship between these variables, a Chi-square test was run on the combined data set. 
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The Chi-square test of relationship is often used to define how many participants fall into a 

specific category, based on simple frequency data (Wilson & Joye, 2016).  

Results 

Summary 

The categories were content-related and showed different aspects of posts. I concluded 

the attributes after observing most of the images and divided them into two parts: influencers and 

food, deleting some unnecessary categories to reduce the interference caused by too many 

independent variables. For example, discarding detailed descriptions of food decorations. 

Additionally, some minor adjustments and improvements were made to the image’s attributes 

based on individual framing techniques to meet the actual condition of images and set a proper 

coding standard.  

Cooked food images serve as a justification agent for real consumers, "thereby reducing 

the conflict associated with the subsequent indulgent consumption experience and increasing 

taste perceptions" (Duhachek & Krishnan, 2013, p. 124). Most posts did not include excessive 

character elements such as attire, facial expression, or proximity to influencers. Random 

placement and casual layout are more of a reflection of the influencer’s own leisure lifestyle; 

strategy also reflects Influencers' social network identity construction. 

If we take “the desire for the sensory experience of a meal” into consideration (Bouvier, 

2018, p. 168), the ordinary lifestyle is usually more casual and rarely well-organized. Hence, the 

results reflect the connection of similar communities where people have homogeneous 

characteristics and habits (see Figure A2). Therefore, the top ten most-followed food channel 

Instagram influencers’ posts tended to have some high-frequency attributes, including the food 
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without influencers or decorations, cooked food presented with high contrast color and placed 

randomly with a close-up shot. 

Furthermore, the data inferred that the framing strategies that influencers used could be 

divided into two categories of cooked food and raw food. Cooked food images were associated 

with high contrast and close-up, especially the top-down camera angle, and raw food images 

were associated with cluttered composition and far away shots. Influencers also preferred the 

shooting angle from top-down to depict the whole image and emphasized the entirety.  

RQ1: What do the top ten most-followed food channel Instagram influencers post on their 

accounts? 

Research question 1 examined the most liked content on the top ten influencers’ accounts 

and found that the frequency of food-only images (n = 106; 88.3%) to be higher than those with 

influencers images (n = 14; 11.7%). The majority of posts included cooked food (n = 92; 76.7%) 

compared to raw (n = 28; 23.3%). The depiction of images showed the frequency of food without 

decoration (n = 85; 70.8%) was higher than that with decoration (n = 34; 28.3%), these posts 

rarely add any decoration such as tableware. 

From a visual and aesthetic point of view, symmetry or neat alignment may have 

advantages. However, the data showed the frequency of food placement to be random (n = 88; 

73.3%) compared to aligned (n = 32; 26.7%). The angle of the camera was more scattered, split 

into from top-down (59.2%), from the front (27.5%), and from the side (13.3%). Meanwhile, 

frequency tests on the food composition showed a slightly lower percentage of clean 

composition (41.7%) than cluttered composition (58.3%), the overall composition of the image 

did not have a great impact on audience preferences. 
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The results revealed that the proximity of food as close-up (n = 79; 65.8%) was higher 

than an away-shot (n = 41; 34.2%), emphasis and magnification on details showed how visually 

appealing a meal is, as well as created a sense of tangibility. Similarly, the color of the image as 

high contrast (n = 73; 60.8%) was higher than low contrast (n = 47; 39.2%), which might 

emphasize a heightened emotional experience when observing the image.  

RQ2: What framing strategies are used to visually represent food posts? 

Research question 2 referred to the relationship between different visual strategies and 

the Chi-square test of independence showed a significant relationship between food condition 

and image color, χ2 (1, N = 120) = 9.489, p < .01. Cooked food (n = 49; 67.1%) had a higher 

contrast compared to raw food (n = 24; 32.9%). A significant relationship was also found 

between food condition and proximity, χ2 (1, N = 120) = 14.729, p < .01, where more images of 

cooked food (n = 69; 87.3%) were close to the camera compared to raw food (n = 10; 12.7%). 

The difference between food condition and placement was significant, χ2 (1, N = 120) = .052, p 

< .01, found that more random placement (n = 67; 72.8%) are cooked food compared to aligned 

(n = 25; 27.2%). A significant relationship between food condition and food composition, χ2 (1, 

N = 120) = 11.265, p < .01, found that cluttered composition (n = 24; 85.7%) included more raw 

food compared to clean composition (n = 4; 14.3%), the unprocessed nature of raw food 

maintained its consistency with the cluttered composition (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

 

Chi-square Test of Food Condition 

               Food Condition                                               N (%) 

                             _____________________________                     ____________ 

      Cooked   Raw                                     χ2, p 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Image color 

(High contrast) 49 (67.1%)          24 (32.9%)  9.489, p < .01 

        

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Proximity to food     

(Close to the camera)  69 (87.3%)          10 (12.7%)  14.729, p < .01 

         

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Food placement           .052, p < .01 

    

   Random     67 (72.8%)             

   Aligned     25 (27.2%)       

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Image Composition           11.265, p < .01 

    

   Cluttered                                     24 (85.7%)            

   Clean                4 (14.3%)      

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

A significant relationship between image color and camera angle, χ2 (2, N = 120) = 

9.165, p < .01, showed images taken from top-down (n = 50; 68.5%) had higher contrast 

compared to from frontal (n = 18; 24.7%) and side (n = 5; 6.8%). A significant relationship 

between food proximity and food composition, χ2 (1, N = 120) = 15.498, p < .01, found that 

cluttered composition (n = 34; 82.9%) included far-away shot compared to clean composition 

(n = 7; 17.1%), cluttered image needs to be shot from a distance to get a panoramic effect. 

However, the difference between food condition and decoration was not significant, χ2 (1, N = 
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120) = 2.149, p = .143. The difference between food proximity and camera angle was not 

significant, χ2 (1, N = 120) = 5.018, p = .081.  

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to analyze Instagram influencers` framing strategies based 

on the visual framing theory. More specifically, it considered how this theory could be used to 

understand practical framing strategies. Framing analysis has largely been used to study how the 

news media present political and social movement, whereas this study focuses on the individual-

level framing. Scholars have described the online consumptions of individuals, for example, 

Because modern society is characterized by a process of deregulation 

of social structures and increasing individuality, consumption becomes a key instrument 

through which individuals can express their identity. This incoherent and fragmented 

representation is largely a result of a post-modern society wherein individuals create their 

consumption style by selecting ingredients, recipes and advice for their consumption 

practices. (Cappellini & Parsons, 2014, p. 75) 

Social media such as Instagram is increasing our passion for consuming, and it might as 

well disorient the consumer. Allué (2013) stated the role of influencers “in the food sector, 

gastronomic bloggers are key influencers and represent an interesting way of developing 

communication strategies linked to food” (p. 313). Thus, the results of this study showed how 

influencers were framing and presenting images in a rhetorical style on Instagram, and how the 

food “messages” are received more readily in visual form (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011). 

The more that is known about the efficacy of the framing strategies used by influencers 

that produce appealing content, the more potential there is for future markets and visual 

communication to replicate and expand upon their successes in the public interest. This study 
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found what food influencers have posted on Instagram and what framing strategies are used. The 

first research question showed a main theme of the posts, indicated the high-frequency related 

attributes of images. By highlighting certain facets including cooked food condition, food-only 

images, posts without decoration, high contrast color, close to the camera and random placement, 

the study discovered some hidden traits of the top ten food influencers` images.  

Specifically, the results showed that most of the images focused on the food itself, instead 

of the influencers. The decorations such as kitchen utensils were rarely included in the images. 

The images that included food only than posts showing mixed visuals, such as including the 

influencers or their families. There was a clear preference exhibited by influencers in food 

preparation and placement to ensure successful visual framing. For example, many of the posts 

featured cooked food compared to raw food, random placement was more popular than aligned. 

The results confirmed Poor et al.’s (2013) study, which showed that the taste perceptions in favor 

of food images increase when the consumer is exposed to unhealthy foods. An unhealthy 

(cooked) food image acts as a justification agent that can be also regarded as “social proof of the 

appropriateness and acceptability of indulgent consumption” (p. 124). Clear visual framing can 

be used to make unhealthy food attractive, hence, its use by the fast food industry. Shooting 

techniques for food were also considered, as many photos highlighted the characteristics of 

close-up shooting and emphasized the details in high contrast colors. However, far-away shot 

and low color contrast images appeared less frequently in the data sample. 

In addition, according to the different attributes of the food being shot, this study 

analyzed the relationship between those variables and the degree of how they were connected 

with each other. Based on the food condition, raw food was associated with cluttered 

composition and far-away shot (proximity), whereas cooked food was more linked to high 
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contrast and close to the camera. The results of this study are partially consistent with Mandel 

and Johnson (2002), and Rodriguez and Dimitrova’s (2011) findings which showed that the 

visual aspects can “prime” information and make use of peripheral elements including color and 

texture, to activate the audience’s preference to accept the visual frame directly. 

My findings partially confirmed existing research on visually attractive images and 

viewers' satisfaction with corresponding images, especially how the influencers channeled 

information through social media with framing techniques. Considering how many connections 

these influencers have in terms of individual influencing degree, image posts reflect their efforts 

to establish connections with potential audiences. As Smith and McDonald (2011) stated, 

imagery complicates public deliberation due to their ambiguous authorship. Hence, this study 

paid close attention to the attributes of both influencers and food in gourmet images. The 

influencers were missing in most of the images, which is also the main reason why the research 

results did not focus on the analysis of the influencers. Compared to other categories, food 

influencers tended to highlight the food itself, especially the detailed depiction of images with 

visual representation.  

This study partially supports Bouvier`s (2018) study that showed that food images based 

on a sensory experience could be recalled and touch people’s tactile experiences. The interaction 

between real-life meal gathering and social media creates a combined type of commensal 

experience. Despite considering the hidden culture behind these influencers` demographic 

background, the food industry is an inevitable realm when we connect our society with daily 

lives. And images “offered the viewers a path to self-improvement and affirmation of their social 

status” (Fell, 2017, p. 1289). 



AESTHETICS OF FOOD                                                                                                       30 

 

However, this study contradicts some of the findings of Bouvier (2018), who concluded 

that while the food images reinforce hegemonic, exclusivity and wealth, people still long for 

something tangible. Consequently, sharing food images online could result in ostentation of 

status. The focuses of different influencers might be diverse. They are from a variety of people 

with a unique background. Keeping continuity of their posts weigh more than presenting the 

privilege or status of the influencers themselves. They are producing a visual experience that 

performs an aspect of identity on social media, the construction of identity has a non-negligible 

role in the long-term development of the Instagram accounts. 

In addition to several potentially fruitful avenues for future online markets, a potential 

advertising market arises with the growth of new influencers who develop the eye-catching and 

attractive images. Finol and Pérez (2016) found that consumption can transform an object into 

symbols, and it can be regarded as the new process of communication. Beauty, fitness, and other 

fields first entered the realm of social media marketing, and the content output of food 

influencers also have the potential to transit to visual advertising. Food’s connotative value is 

more determinant and influential than its use value (Baudrillard, 1974), particularly when food 

that is shown and shared on new media platforms.  

An attractive image can improve a message’s effectiveness and sell a product; marketers 

can strengthen brand relationships by providing high-quality visual content to maintain their 

unique positioning in social media (Pentina, Guilloux, & Micu, 2018). The influencers generate 

positive and creative behavior through the framing techniques, and the food is the interface to 

create a "low effort, high demand" communication behavior (p. 55). The visual strategies 

discovered in this study show the focus and preference of influencers in framing from multiple 

angles, which also reflects the relationship between each attribute to some extent, thereby 
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enhancing the audience's degree of likes for posts. Images as carriers, account operators as 

subjects, flexible use of strategy are the focus of current practice. How the influencers interact 

with their followers with visual framing theory might support corporations and organizations to 

maximize their marketing profit with a limited budget, while managing reputation and identity in 

the long run. 

However, the complexity of the relationship between marketing and Internet decides how 

companies are “not able to deploy but a single strategy for social media marketing” (Alves, 

Fernandes, & Raposo, 2016, p. 1029). Individual characteristics such as framing techniques end 

up affecting the approaches through which audiences react to these strategies. Moreover, product 

characteristics such as hedonistic and function appeals are also influencing the social media 

marketing strategies. Thus, further studies need to implement a more integrated analysis with the 

help of a complementary database and a qualitative method approach (Holt, 1995). For example, 

from different angles consumers consume, including experience (reactions to objects), 

integration (how consumers acquire and manipulate consumer meanings, facilitating the use of 

the symbolic object), classification (how meaningful objects classify consumers), and play 

(putting them together to socialize). Overall, paying closer attention to the relationship between 

food and communication to offer an interdisciplinary and international perspective, and the role 

of gastronomic culture in forming the identities on personal, national, and global levels (Fell, 

2017). 

The study also contributes to the scholarship on visual framing studies within the domain 

of the food industry through the development of a new codebook. Results provided a framework 

for establishing the importance as well as comparing the results with other scholarly findings. 

From the aspect of food influencers, this paper analyzed the visually attractive techniques and 
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strategies of framing on the social media platform, giving future research an innovative view of 

discovering the value and meaning of the online images.  

Limitations 

This study is limited by several factors. First, framing strategy was divided into two 

categories, including the influencers and the food. This classification may ignore some of the 

hidden framing attributes in the images. Second, post editing options such as filters and crops are 

not considered because their effects were sometimes difficult to distinguish with the naked eye. 

Therefore, future research can examine the framing strategies of images specifically and consider 

both content and information appeal of the images on the social media platforms. Third, the 

current study only examines the image itself. The audience's response and preferences should be 

given enough attention and be investigated thoroughly, such as comments, interactions, and 

relationship with influencers. Despite the perception of image content, emotional motivation 

leaves room for future research. 

Applying a quantitative content analysis method with the total sample size for 120 

images is not necessarily generalizable to be a larger phenomenon.  Despite these limitations, 

this study demonstrated the framing strategies of the ten influencers’ posts. 

Future Research Directions 

This study contributes to existing knowledge with image analysis on the Instagram 

platform. Additional research can also combine more theories to analyze the online interaction 

psychology between influencers and audiences and the audience reactions under different 

relationships. This study provides some inspiration for media operators. Influencers can take 

advantage of both the controllability of message and the unique insights of the content to design 

the posts on their social accounts. In the food industry, the future research on the media effects 
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can also be supported by content analysis. Future research should continue to explore the effects 

of image-based dietary communication and the mechanism of emotional communication from 

the perspective of the recipient. 

“The differentiation of content analysis is usually limited to classifying it as primarily a 

qualitative versus quantitative research method” (Canella, 2016). Content analysis is useful and 

readily understandable, typically in combination with other research methods such as an in-depth 

interview. In the direction of qualitative analysis, future research can be extended to in-depth 

interviews with influencers, paying attention to the content or contextual meaning of the text. 

Meanwhile, the codebook summarized in this study can be used as a reference for future visual 

framing research. The coding categories are replicable, and this Instagram content analysis 

allows future effects studies “to be firmly rooted in a content analysis of such messages in UGC 

Web sites and social media” (Zhang, Baker, Pember & Bissell, 2017, p. 45).  

Social media does not dilute the way we live. It provides us with new approaches to 

interacting with people. It enhances our ability to search information and extends the scope of 

our communication. With the rapid changes in the media landscape and the emergence of new 

platforms, the Influencers industry may undergo even greater changes. When the hot trend 

becomes too mainstream, it may lose the luster of early pioneers. But for now, this fairly new 

study could help companies and influencers craft campaigns that have favorable effects on 

consumer perceptions and behavior, the potential is rich for framing images and formats for these 

vehicles of the future. 

Conclusion 

 This study revealed the process where the natural becomes the cooked is a type of 

socialization of the human consumer.  Results shows that food influencers prefer to post images 
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about cooked food, without any decorations, using high contrast colors and close-up shots. Raw 

food images were found to be associated with cluttered composition and far-away shots, whereas 

cooked food images were associated with high contrast and close-up, especially the top-down 

camera angle. 

Claude Lévi-Strauss maintains that man cannot have access to a physical world without 

the mediation of the cognitive structure. Such as the savage mind is an improvisation based on 

available materials and tools (Lévi-Strauss, 2010). A basic binary pair from this structure are 

nature and culture, which are also perceived as emotional-instinctual and intellectual. Move from 

the first stage to the second stage, the natural categories such as cooked and raw provide the 

basis for an explanation of cultural categories. Then, from the conventional subject of "the cook" 

to the influencers in the digital world, social media becomes a type of cultural agent that links the 

consumer and the food. Fonseca (2005) also emphasized many of the experiential and 

imaginative ways food can come together with buildings and ambiance. They are “aestheticizing 

and commodifying traditional meals” via the construction of new cultural representations and 

spectacle, anesthetization “into gourmet food” (p. 106). 

Food continuously crosses the border of the categories of nature and culture. For 

example, sushi from Japanese cuisine, roasted meat of a native American, and Roquefort cheese 

from France. Those foods either involve minimum transformation or less human intervention. 

Visual framing was shown to have multi-dimensions that emerged from the analysis of image 

samples. The transformative level of food reflects social status, and it is closer to culture and 

prestige. New terms such as “civilization of desire” and “hyper consumption” from Lipovetsky 

(2005) are inherently connected to the capitalist matrix. And the emergence of consumer 
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capitalism has replaced the foregoing production-based economic systems. Consumers become 

co-producer in the process of food consumption.  

Various visual content is bringing about profound changes to human social systems. In 

the era of social media, this marks a significant omission in our understanding of visual analysis 

regarding consumer behavior. This study represents a step toward a more cogent and digital-

focused aspect of visual framing. Framing the visual as a feature of the attention economy has 

shifted the unconscious observation to an insightful explanation for how digital instrument 

positions the social media users to view and post content in traceable ways (Zulli, 2018). Driven 

by attention economy, image posts on Instagram encourage capital-seeking behavior of 

influencers, which in turn brings them financial and social success, not to mention the possibility 

that any user can strategic item placement and capitalize on selfies. The results imply benefits 

would accrue to companies with interesting approaches to develop communication strategies 

linked to food. The effects of image-based dietary communication provide implications for visual 

communication to replicate and expand upon the successes of the influencers in the public 

interest. The results also have implications for advertising and the use of social media within 

marketing. 

Overall, food meanings and imagery were co-opted. As an aesthetic subject, consumer 

integrates aesthetics into everyday life. As a new type of communication and marketing tool, the 

influence of social media images on contemporary society is profound and enduring. 
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Appendix A 

Table and Figures 

Table 1  

Coding Categories and Theoretical Backings 

Variables Categories Type, 

Related H 

 Coding 

Influencer gender 

(if influencer was 

present in the 

image) 

Female/male/not appeared NA Descriptive 

category and 

additional 

analysis category. 

1 = female 

2 = male 

0 = N/A 

Type of attire (if 

influencer was 

present in the 

image) 

Uniform/casual/ sexual  IV  1 = uniform 

2 = casual 

3 = sexual 

0 = N/A 

Contingent 

category: (if 

influencer was 

present in the 

image) and If with 

others, who?  

Family/fellow/brand 

 

IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = family 

2 = fellow 

3 = brand 

0 = N/A 

Facial expression Smiling/concentrated IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = Smiling  

2 = concentrated 

0 = N/A 
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Proximity to 

influencers 

Close to/away from the influencer IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = close to 

2 = away from 

0 = N/A 

Condition of the 

Food  

Raw/cooked IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = raw 

2 = cooked 

0 = N/A 

Food placement Align/random IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = align 

2 = random 

0 = N/A 

Proximity to food Close to/away from the food IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = close to 

2 = away from 

0 = N/A 

Photo’s color  High contrast/low contrast IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = high contrast 

2 = low contrast 

0 = N/A 

Decorations Yes/no IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = yes 

2 = no 

0 = N/A 

Contingent 

category: Type of 

decorations 

Kitchenware/other 

 

IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = kitchenware 

2 = other 

0 = N/A 

Image 

composition 

Clean/cluttered 

 

IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = clean 

2 = cluttered 
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 0 = N/A 

Camera angle Above/front/side IV Descriptive 

category 

1 = above 

2 = front 

3 = side 

0 = N/A 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Image examples of Food Influencers on Instagram. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of the number of categories on influencer posts analyzed during the 

content analysis. 
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