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Abstract

The public receives a great deal of its public health information 
from the media, which has the ability to deliver such information 
and to affect public perceptions about issues. The study presented 
here examines the media’s mediating role in a recent marketing 
campaign with possible health implications. The baby carrots cam-
paign targeted children and teenagers, advertising baby carrots 
as junk food. The campaign received much attention from media 
sources, and coverage of the campaign moved across a range of me-
dia from traditional outlets to digital news sources, mostly without 
putting a critical eye to the campaign or how relevant health issues 
were addressed. A census study of print and online media content 
over a four-month period beginning just before the campaign’s 
launch revealed the media relied heavily on campaign sources to 
frame the advertisements as positive and effective in generating 
buzz. Media coverage of the campaign offered little commentary 
from independent sources, such as message-design or public health 
experts, and limited input from the general public, thus present-
ing an imbalanced perspective. Blogs were more critical, framing 
the campaign as negative and non-effective. However, this study 
revealed that neither the media nor blogs raised relevant health 
issues such as the potential health benefits of eating more carrots. 
While the campaign’s marketers may have succeeded in promoting 
baby carrots ephemerally through the media, journalists and other 
media sources may have missed an opportunity to promote a more 
lasting public health discussion.

Keywords: health promotion, public health, media mediation, con-
tent analysis, news coverage, media framing
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Introduction

Baby carrots grew up quickly in September 
2010 when a marketing campaign began 
pitching them as an “extreme” snack food.1 
The media immediately latched on, with 
some calling the campaign and baby car-
rots, “hip,” “sexy,” “daring,” “fun,” and 
“naughty.”1,2,3,4 Touting the “awesomeness 
of crunch” and rebranding baby carrots 
as “the original orange doodles,” the me-
dia called the marketing effort “a fun new 
campaign.”3,5,6 One story went as far as to 
describe it as “the best marketing campaign 
since Popeye.”5

These quotes illustrate the way the media 
covered the recent “Eat ‘em like they’re junk 
food” baby carrots advertising campaign, 
demonstrating how mainstream media 
served to help advocate the promotional 
campaign as a buzz-worthy or novel effort 
without also raising relevant health issues 
regarding nutrition and childhood obesity. 
Media coverage relied primarily on sources 
from the campaign’s sponsors with little 
commentary from message designers, health 
experts, or the general public. Furthermore, 
coverage moved across a range of media 
from traditional outlets to newer digital 
sources, matching the paid campaign chan-
nels employed by “Eat ‘em like they’re junk 
food” organizers. The result was a series 
of media messages that played off of each 
other and profited from the speed of digital 
channels to present and respond rapidly to 
content, extending the media coverage cycle 
of the campaign.

Exposure such as this moves beyond tar-
geted marketing or advertising and mat-
ters because of the media’s ability to affect 

how people think about topics by influenc-
ing perceived importance and introducing 
frames. In the case of baby carrots, the me-
dia framed the campaign just as marketers 
might have wanted—as a topic worth con-
tinued discussion, not necessarily because 
of its health implications, but because of 
its ability to generate buzz. That buzz then 
produced more coverage by promulgating 
the narrative of baby carrots advertising as 
buzz worthy. Of course, the media content 
introducing and recycling the buzz-worthy 
aspect primarily cited the campaign sources 
to create their content, which also referred 
to “Eat ‘em like they’re junk food” efforts in 
generally positive tones. At the other end 
of the scale, potentially opinionated voices, 
such as blogs, were more critical of the cam-
paign, pointing to some health issues and 
framing the campaign more negatively.

Scholarly research has largely ignored the 
role of the media as a mediator between 
marketing efforts and the public. Such 
exploration is critical to understanding how 
the media approach marketing efforts that 
may impact health issues. Research has 
ignored the media’s mediating role, which 
matters because marketing affects health. 
If the goal of health communication is bet-
ter health, it is critical to study the media’s 
response to health-related campaigns—com-
mercial, social, or otherwise. Even profit-
driven marketing efforts like the baby 
carrots campaign are important to consider 
because the public receives information 
through many different outlets. Develop-
ers of the campaign hoped to double profits 
for carrot farmers through their marketing 
efforts, which were largely social in nature. 
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Because marketers target specific audiences 
hoping to change their behaviors, market-
ing in general represents a powerful tool for 
affecting public health. Given the media’s 
ability to influence public perceptions and 
behaviors, the way they cover and present 
marketing campaigns, such as the baby car-
rots efforts, is critical. As one recent study 
noted,7 the media sometimes function as un-
witting public relations shills for marketing 
campaigns, neglecting critical analysis in 
exchange for the promotion of story angles 
that are perceived as more interesting or 
novel. Such coverage could have serious con-
sequences for health marketing campaigns, 

the marketers themselves, and public health 
at a broader level, making the media’s role 
in their discussion an important point of 
research inquiry. After all, much of the pub-
lic’s health-related information comes from 
mass media.8 One recent nationally repre-
sentative survey suggested9 people turn to 
the mass media—especially print, televi-
sion, and the Internet—for health informa-
tion. That number reached as high as 89% 
in another survey.10 Figures such as this 
bolster the importance of news content and 
other forms of content mediation.
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Background

Marketers have long used techniques to 
identify consumers with similar needs or 
wants to position products more effectively 
in order to reach those consumers.11 For 
much of the last three decades, marketers 
of sugary, salty, and fatty snacks—often 
referred to as “junk food”—have shelled out 
more and more advertising dollars targeting 
consumers, while traditionally more health-
ful niche food industries (e.g., milk, grapes, 
carrots) have lagged behind,12 as have 
providers of health-education messages. For 
example, commercial spending to spread 
corporate messages about food reached $7 
billion in 1997.13 At the other end of the 
spectrum, the United States Department of 
Agriculture spent just $333.3 million to de-
liver messages on nutrition that same year. 
Other recent estimates place food advertis-
ing close to $11 billion annually,14 with fast 
food advertising funding a large majority of 
the expenditures. For example, McDonald’s 
alone spends more than a billion dollars an-
nually on advertising and is quite success-
ful as each advertising dollar spent results 
in a $5 increase in sales.15 In contrast, 
the National Cancer Institute spent about 
$1 million annually on communications 
through the first 10 years of the 5-A-Day 
Program for better nutrition.16 The spend-
ing gap between a global fast food chain and 
one of the world’s largest cancer research 
centers, at least partially, illustrates the 
scale of the influence battle required to 
combat the problem of less healthful eating 
in the U.S. 

Minus the same deep-pocketed marketing 
efforts, healthful niche food industries have 
often sought to improve product awareness 

and profitability through historically novel 
marketing campaigns. These frequently in-
clude collective generic branding efforts (de-
fined as marketing) that are funded by mul-
tiple processors of a single product working 
to increase the awareness of that product, 
not necessarily a particular brand.17

For example, the California Raisin Industry 
introduced the California Dancing Raisin in 
1984 to boost awareness of California rai-
sins.18 More recently, the California Raisin 
Marketing Board funded “Wise Choices,” a 
marketing campaign aimed at incorporating 
healthy eating, exercise, and the nutritional 
value of raisins.19 By bringing on celebrity 
personal fitness trainer Valerie Waters, 
“Wise Choices” focused heavily on women 
and healthy living. The focus of the cam-
paign, as Waters said, was on “the basics—
choosing to make time for yourself, exercis-
ing, and eating right.”19

The milk and cheese industries have uti-
lized similar awareness approaches. Origi-
nally introduced in 1993, the “Got Milk?” 
marketing effort targeted 13 to 34-year 
olds before expanding to broader audiences 
through television, radio, print, outdoor, 
and online advertisements.20 The campaign 
garnered a great deal of public attention 
and increased profits by nearly six percent 
when launched nationally in 1995.20 Simi-
larly, a concurrent advertising campaign 
pictured cheese as the superhero of meals. 
The cheese slogan, “Cheese to the Rescue,” 
specifically targeted women ages 25 to 54 
and helped boost cheese sales by 2.8% in 
1995.20 Late in 2010, the California Milk 
Advisory launched its “Real California 
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Milk” campaign with commercials centered 
on real milk farmers and the health ben-
efits of milk.21 The advertisements featured 
personal accounts of milk farmers and pro-
moted the positive health benefits of milk.

Research on these kinds of collective adver-
tising campaigns tends to focus mostly on 

economic consequences or industry benefits 
without much consideration of consumer re-
sponse or health outcomes, let alone media 
mediation of the campaigns. The baby car-
rots campaign presented an opportunity to 
reduce these limitations.

Advertising Baby Carrots 

An alliance of carrot farmers partnered 
with advertising powerhouse Crispin Porter 
+ Bogusky in 2009 to develop a $25 mil-
lion campaign portraying baby carrots as 
less of a healthy vegetable and more of an 
edgy junk food. Producers of the baby car-
rots campaign hoped to double industry 
profits to $2 billion as early as 2012.2 The 
campaign launched in early September 
2010. Through television commercials, print 
advertisements, interactive gaming adver-
tisements (i.e., a free iPhone game appli-
cation), and a strong online presence (i.e., 
babycarrots.com), the alliance—A Bunch 
of Carrot Farmers—targeted younger audi-
ences. Employing advertisements that in-
cluded sexual innuendo, sexual satire, and 
explosive stunts, the campaign challenged 
consumers to rethink carrots. Thus, the 
campaign’s recurring slogan, “Eat ‘em like 
they’re junk food” presented baby carrots as 
a sexy, cool alternative to sugary and fatty 
snack foods. The primary focus of this study 
was to understand how the media covered 
the effort to reinvent baby carrots. Media 

coverage is an essential and effective part 
of such a marketing approach. By exploring 
the way the media—specifically print and 
digital formats—mediated messages about 
the campaign and how potentially opinion-
ated coverage (e.g., blog posts) mediated 
those same messages, research can help 
reveal the role the media play in health food 
advertising campaigns. 

Research has already shown the media may 
help guide public opinion.22 Thus, the way 
in which it presents messages to the pub-
lic is an important element of marketing 
and public health research. While the case 
of the baby carrots campaign represents a 
microcosm of the media’s coverage of pub-
lic health issues, it illustrates an evolving 
marriage of marketing and public health 
that deserves attention at more than just 
the marketing or public health levels. The 
media’s role as a mediator of marketing 
campaigns maintains the potential to influ-
ence the public’s health and should not be 
overlooked.
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Literature

The baby carrots campaign demonstrated 
a novel marriage of two unlikely consumer 
goods—junk and health food. That prac-
tice is not new to the marketing of health-
related issues, which rely, at least in part, 
on reframing a product in a way that will 
drive consumer behavior.23 In this case, the 
media grabbed onto this particular re-
framing, demonstrating a fascination with 

the concept of baby carrots as something 
healthfully sinister by offering coverage 
from a multitude of outlets. Considering the 
influence of marketing in public health and 
the media’s role in guiding public percep-
tion, both should be explored when critically 
examining the media’s role in the baby car-
rots campaign.

Public Health and Marketing

Public health campaigns can be effective at 
promoting awareness, informing targeted 
and general populations, and promoting 
health behavior change.24 Such campaigns 
drive positive health behavior changes, 
such as the recent effort to promote put-
ting infants to sleep on their backs,25 to 
heighten heart disease awareness and risk 
reduction,26 and to prevent neural tube 
defects in newborns by increasing ingestion 
of folic acid during pregnancy.27 Because 
public health campaigns are key tools in af-
fecting positive changes in health behavior, 
they represent an important area of health-
related research. That area of inquiry has 
expanded over the past several decades to 
include new forms of health promotion, in-
cluding social and targeted marketing.

Social marketing involves the design and 
employment of commercial techniques to 
promote societal or individual benefits such 
as improved heatlh.28,29,30,31 Government 
agencies and nonprofit organizations have 
employed social marketing as a means to 
improve healthy behaviors, such as in-

creased exercise and the consumption of 
fruits and vegetables.29 Alternatively, the 
tobacco and alcohol industries have histori-
cally used targeted marketing, often aiming 
their products and services at audiences 
that are already likely consumers.32 As 
Grier and Kumanyika pointed out,11 mar-
keters first decide on a specific audience to 
target and then go about positioning their 
product as the most advantageous choice 
among other similar products, often without 
giving consideration to the health conse-
quences. Younger populations are frequently 
targeted, as evidenced by the $1.6 billion 
food and beverage companies dedicated to 
marketing targeted for children and adoles-
cents ages 2 to 17. 

The baby carrots campaign targeted a simi-
lar segment of the population. While baby 
carrots do not carry the same harmful po-
tential as cigarettes and alcohol, they were 
nonetheless marketed by reframing them 
in an arguably deceptive fashion—as junk 
food. While campaigns such as those imple-
mented by the California Raisin Marketing 
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Board and the California Milk Advisory 
aimed to promote profits through increased 
awareness that focused, at least in part, on 
the promotion of health, the baby carrots 
campaign hinged wholly on the notion that 

baby carrots were cool to consume because 
they were indeed a junk food. As such, the 
campaign, framed baby carrots as a cool 
junk food rather than a healthier alterna-
tive to those less healthy options.

Media Framing

To frame is to selectivity choose to empha-
size certain aspects of a subject matter to 
make them more salient in communication 
in order to achieve an outcome.33 Frames 
in the media help construct meaning for 
the public34 and, at the very least, tell the 
public what issues to think about.35 The 
media and other communication profession-
als emphasize certain angles of an issue, 
while downplaying or omitting others.36 In 
this way, the media can guide not only the 
issue of salience, but also shape public per-
ceptions. The result is a process that helps 
contribute to public opinion by selectively 
mediating news and information, a practice 
that is particularly effective with regard to 
crisis and health information.37

A long history of research delineates the 
relationship between a topic’s emphasis 
in media coverage and the ensuing public 
perception of the importance of that topic.38 
In raising the perceived level of importance, 
media coverage has the potential to affect 
what people consider when they evaluate 
topics ranging from health to political is-
sues.39 The result is that the entire media 
structure helps shape a perceived real-
ity about an issue for the public. However, 
framing research alone cannot explain the 

effect media may have on audiences or par-
ticular issues. For example, both Clarke40 
and Boyce8 conducted content analyses 
of the media’s coverage of the controversy 
surrounding autism’s purported link to the 
Measles, Mumps, and Rubella (MMR) vac-
cination. While both researchers noted the 
media’s ability to frame the controversy in 
particular ways, both argued the media are 
not solely responsible for the public’s opinion 
or behaviors surrounding an issue. Instead, 
as Clarke suggested,40 media coverage has 
the ability to promote critical angles of a 
controversy but does not necessarily assume 
responsibility for public opinion.

Along with influencing the salience of a 
certain topic and its components, media 
coverage also has the potential to affect 
how people understand an issue.41 Working 
through frameworks, the media help individ-
uals organize information and take meaning 
from it,42 often by simplifying difficult ideas. 
This process is aided by the media’s selection 
of sources to narrate the story. Recent re-
search is conflicting in this area, with some 
studies indicating that the media achieve 
balance when covering issue-specific health 
topics8 and others suggesting the difficulty 
of reaching source equilibrium (i.e., present-
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ing various sides of an issue).43 Regardless, 
frames can be presented with or without in-
tended bias and can affect the way the public 
interprets an issue. Severin and Tankard 
noted the “framing of news stories may also 
have more subtle—and powerful—influences 
on audiences than bias in news stories.”44 

With this background in mind, the present 
study asked how the media might play a 
mediating role between health marketing 
messages and the public. This study not 
only analyzed the tone the media used to 
describe the baby carrots campaign (i.e., 
positive, negative, neutral) and its perceived 
effectiveness, but also analyzed frames of 
coverage about the campaign as well as 

the sources cited in coverage to determine 
whether they were balanced.

Such coverage, along with the messages 
delivered through multiple media formats, 
can—at least temporarily—help guide public 
perceptions of food, health, and marketing 
issues on a macro level, and the promotion 
of health food as junk food on a more micro 
level. Further, absent themes and voices 
in the coverage may ignore critical areas 
of concern for public health and consum-
ers. Collectively, the way the media framed 
the baby carrots campaign can serve as an 
illustration of current practices, as well as 
a guide for future health marketing cam-
paigns and their subsequent media coverage.

Examining the Baby Carrots Campaign

When examining the way the media frames 
issues, there are key aspects to consider: 
the central subject or topic of the news 
story, the presentation format, the details 
of the frame, and the tone presented in the 
frame.45 Noting this, and other key re-
search components mentioned in the lit-
erature review, this study was designed to 
answer the following research questions:

RQ1a. What tone did the media use to 
portray the baby carrots campaign (e.g., 
positive, negative, neutral)?
RQ1b. What difference, if any, was there 
between the tone employed by the media 
and potentially opinionated coverage 
(e.g., blogs)?

RQ2. What sources did the coverage rely 
on for the campaign?
RQ3. What tone did these sources present?
RQ4. How did the coverage portray the 
effectiveness of the campaign?
RQ5. What sources did the coverage rely 
on to convey the campaign as effective?
RQ6. How did these sources portray the 
effectiveness of the campaign (i.e., effec-
tive, not effective, neutral)?
RQ7. What did the coverage indicate as 
the primary goal of the campaign?
RQ8a. To what extent, if any, did the 
coverage incorporate health-related as-
pects of the campaign?
RQ8b. What sources, if any, were pre-
sented to illustrate the health-related 
aspects of the campaign?
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Methods

This study employed content analysis, 
which can lay the groundwork for under-
standing key parts of media effects by 
uncovering patterns in media presenta-
tions.46 While the baby carrots campaign 
was launched in early September 2010, 
information about the campaign surfaced in 
the media prior to that time.47 Thus, this 
study used GoogleNews and LexisNexis 
News databases to search for an appropri-
ate starting point. The first article ap-

Measures

All three authors worked to develop a code-
book based on the relevant framing litera-
ture in public health, including several 
recent studies on media framing of autism 
and vaccination issues.40,43,48,49 A pre-
test on similar articles not included in the 
sample was conducted by the first author 
and a graduate student recruited for cod-
ing. Results from the pre-test also contrib-
uted to the further refinement of the coding 
scheme. 

Tone
Articles were coded for the overall tone of 
coverage presented. An article was either 
categorized as positive, negative, or neutral. 
A positive tone was reflected if the story 
presented the baby carrots campaign in 
an optimistic manner, using phrases such 
as “fun campaign,” “edgy marketing,” and 
“innovative strategy.” A negative tone was 
represented by more pessimistic approaches, 
such as articles that called the campaign 
“silly,” “a poor effort,” or “really dumb.” 

peared on August 1, 2010, which served as 
the starting point for a subsequent search. 
The end point for the search—November 5, 
2010—represented a point at which articles 
no longer appeared with notable frequency. 
Using the search terms “baby carrots” and 
“baby carrots campaign,” and removing du-
plicate content and content not specifically 
mentioning the baby carrots campaign, 
the search yielded 64 articles for analysis. 
These articles were the unit of analysis.

Articles that presented a balance of phrases 
or that were purely news-based were coded 
as neutral. 

Sources Cited
As previous literature emphasized the im-
portance of identifying and coding for sourc-
es,48,50 the pre-test aided in developing a 
list of sources cited in the stories. Those 
included sources directly connected to the 
campaign (e.g., Bolthouse CEO Jeff Dunn), 
advertising experts (e.g., advertising pro-
fessors, industry analysts), health experts 
(e.g., physicians, medical professors), gov-
ernmental sources (e.g., government health 
officials, public school officials), consumers, 
school-aged children, parents, reporters, 
and news stories (e.g., other reporters or 
news stories quoted). These sources were 
also coded for the tones they presented (e.g., 
positive, negative, neutral).

Perceived Effectiveness
Stories were additionally coded as present-
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ing the campaign as effective, (e.g., story 
indicated campaign was achieving or would 
achieve goals), not effective (e.g., story 
indicated campaign was failing or would 
fail in goals), or neutral (e.g., no clear bias 
toward effectiveness). If a story described 
the campaign as effective, that effective-
ness was then sub-coded for whether or not 
it generated buzz, such as people talking 
about campaign, people thinking about baby 
carrots, prompting consumers to eat more 
baby carrots, increasing health or health 
awareness, increasing revenue, or some 
other aspect of perceived effectiveness. 

Goals and Frames
Coders also noted the primary goal of the 
campaign as described by the article. The 
pre-test established four primary goals: 
generate buzz, increase baby carrot sales 
and profits, increase health and health 
awareness, and other. The pre-test also 
established the primary frames of each ar-
ticle. The seven coding options for framing 
the campaign included: novelty, benefit to 
farmers, profiteering effort, health aware-
ness and health issue, consumer issue, baby 
carrot issue, or other. 	

Coding and Reliability

Both the lead author and the graduate 
student involved in pre-testing analyzed 
the sample. In addition to the pre-test, both 
coders were given definitions and examples 
of each variable and underwent three train-
ing sessions to ensure proper coding. All 
data was first entered into Excel spread-
sheets and then transferred into SPSS for 
final computations. To determine inter-cod-
er reliability, Cohen’s kappa was calculated 
on a randomly selected subset of 20% of 
the stories.51 At least one text argues that 

10% to 25% of the coded sample is needed to 
assess inter-coder reliability accurately.52 
Kappa scores above 0.80 indicate robust 
inter-coder reliability.53 Reliability for 34 
of the 45 variables coded was 1.0 (complete 
agreement). The remaining 11 variables 
presented scores of 0.82 or higher.* Notably, 
lower kappa scores stemmed from the rela-
tively small sample size, an issue addressed 
in the limitations of this study. Despite this, 
all scores remained robust. Descriptive data 
analyses were conducted.

* Cohen’s kappa scores below 1.0: Perspective (0.82); Tone (0.85); Goal as generating buzz (0.83); and Effectiveness 
(0.89). A single disagreement on the variable of Perceived Effectiveness caused lower kappa scores in the follow-
ing variables: How perceived effectiveness is presented—Generate Buzz (0.86); Source of generating buzz (0.86); 
How perceived effectiveness is presented—Prompting consumers to eat more carrots (0.87); Source of prompting 
consumers to eat more carrots (0.85); How effectiveness is presented—Increase Revenue (0.86); Source of increase 
revenue (0.86); Other effectiveness (0.83).
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Results

Census Snapshot

Of the 64 stories analyzed, the majority 
(70.3%) came from U.S. print and online 
national and regional news publications 
such as USA Today, The New York Times, 
National Public Radio (online), the San 
Jose Mercury News, and the Buffalo News. 
These, along with two news stories from 
health-specific publications (i.e., Really 
Natural) were categorized as news publi-
cations (n=47). The remaining 17 articles 

came from two types of blogs: news blogs 
such as Digital Journal and Wallet Pop 
(n=9) and health blogs such as The Spin 
Cycle, Julie’s Health Club, and the Diet Blog 
(n=8). More than half of the sample (54.7%) 
named Bolthouse Farms, 35.9% identified 
the advertising agency Crispin Porter + 
Bogusky, and 29.7% noted A Bunch of Baby 
Carrot Farmers by name.

Tone of Coverage & Sources Cited (RQ1-3)

More than half (51.6%) of the stories sam-
pled were neutral in tone. The remaining 
stories were largely negative (29.7%), and 
fewer were positive (18.8%). As shown in 

Table 1, a greater majority of blogs offered 
negative tones in coverage while news sto-
ries tended to be more balanced.

Positive
N (%)

Negative
N (%)

Neutral
N (%)

Total
N (%)

News Publications 10 (21.3) 11 (23.4) 26 (55.3) 47 (100.0)
Blogs 2 (11.8) 8 (47.1) 7 (41.2) 17 (100.0)
  News Blogs 1 (11.0) 3 (33.3) 5 (55.6) 9 (100.0)
  Health Blogs 1 (12.5) 5 (62.5) 2 (25.0) 8 (100.0)

Table 1. Tone of Baby Carrots Campaign Coverage

*Percentages shown in parenthesis.



14

www.casesjournal.org

Media coverage overwhelmingly used cam-
paign representatives as sources. Nearly 
half of all articles (46.9%) cited a spokesper-
son from the campaign. Other sources used 
included advertising experts (18.8%), re-
porters and previous news articles (12.5%), 
health experts (10.9%), government officials 
(7.8%), children and students (4.7%), par-
ents (1.6%), consumers (1.6%), and others 
(9.4%). Those categorized as “others” includ-
ed representatives from “junk food” produc-
ers such as Frito Lay.

As Table 2 illustrates, spokespersons con-
nected to the campaign were the most 
frequently cited source mentioned in cov-
erage of the campaign, and as might be 
expected, they overwhelmingly presented 
positive tones (90.0%). For example, Bol-
thouse Farms CEO Jeff Dunn said, “We’ve 
been blown away by the response to this 
campaign. We’ve learned that there’s a huge 

groundswell of support behind our effort 
to brand baby carrots as the ultimate junk 
food and we’re excited to offer snackers of 
all kinds a new Halloween treat.”54 

Parents (100.0%), government officials 
(80.0%), children and students (66.7%), and 
advertising experts (58.3%) also presented 
positive tones, albeit in fewer instances. 
Health experts presented more negative 
tones (57.1%), such as Christina Roberto, 
lead author of a Yale University study 
recently published in Pediatrics. Roberto 
argued, “For healthy foods, branding seems 
not to have as strong an effect. Instead of 
trying to promote healthy food with junk 
food tactics, we’re better off focusing our 
efforts on removing cartoons from the pack-
ages of those not-so-good for you foods.”54 

Reporters and other sources remained 
largely neutral.

Effective
N (%)

Not  
Effective

N (%)
Neutral

N (%)

Campaign spokesperson (n=30) 27 (90.0) 0 (0.0) 3 (10.0)
Advertising expert (n=12) 7 (58.3) 5 (41.7) 0 (0.0)
Reporter or news article (n=8) 1 (12.5) 3 (37.5) 4 (50.0)
Health expert (n=7) 0 (0.0) 4 (57.1) 3 (42.9)
Government official (n=5) 4 (80.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (20.0)
Child/Student (n=3) 2 (66.7) 1 (33.3) 0 (0.0)
Parent (n=1) 1 (100.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
Consumer (n=1) 0 (0.0) 1 (100.0) 0 (0.0)
Other (n=6) 1 (16.7) 0 (0.0) 5 (83.3)

Table 2. Tone of Baby Carrots Campaign and Occurence of Sources.

*Percentages shown in parenthesis; Occurrence does not necessarily indicate source tone, but rather 
tone of each article.
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Effective
N (%)

Not  
Effective

N (%)
Neutral

N (%)
Total
N (%)

News Publications 25 (53.2) 13 (27.7) 9 (19.1) 47 (100.0)
Blogs 3 (17.6) 8 (47.1) 6 (35.3) 17 (100.0)
  News Blogs 2 (22.2) 2 (22.2) 5 (55.6) 9 (100.0)
  Health Blogs 1 (12.5) 6 (75.0) 1 (12.5) 8 (100.0)

Table 3. Perceived Effectiveness of Baby Carrots Campaign

*Percentages shown in parenthesis.

Perceived Effectiveness of Campaign (RQ4-RQ6)

More than two out of five articles (43.8%) 
framed the campaign as effective, while 
32.8% framed the campaign as ineffec-
tive. The remaining 23.4% were neutral. Of 
those articles that portrayed the campaign 
as effective (n=28), 89.3% indicated the 
campaign was effective in generating buzz 
and 67.9% indicated the campaign was ef-
fective in prompting consumers to eat more 
carrots. Only 7.1% indicated the campaign 
was effective in increasing health or health 
awareness or sales and profit for the baby 
carrot industry.

Table 3 shows news coverage largely (53.2%) 
framed the campaign as effective, while 
blogs offered a competing take. Nearly half 

of blogs (47.1%) framed the campaign as 
not effective. The most common source in 
coverage of the campaign—spokespersons 
from the campaign—framed the campaign 
as effective more than any other source. Of 
sources that framed the campaign as effec-
tive, 51.4% were connected to the campaign, 
followed by advertising experts (17.1%), 
government officials (11.4%), reporters and 
previous news articles (5.7%), children and 
students (5.7%), health experts (5.7%), and 
parents (2.9%). Notably, none of the articles 
or the sources they included presented any 
information—statistical, anecdotal, or oth-
erwise—to support their perception of the 
campaign’s effectiveness or lack thereof.
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Goals of the Campaign (RQ7)

Every story (100.0%) mentioned the novelty 
aspect of the campaign. More than two out 
of three mentioned the cost of the campaign 
(68.8%), but only 6.3% included any infor-
mation about the health benefits of carrots. 
The absence of health benefits also ap-
peared when coding how the coverage por-
trayed the goal of the campaign. Multiple 
goals may have appeared in a single article. 

More than three-fourths of the articles 
(76.6%) noted the goal of the campaign 
as generating buzz. More than one-third 
(37.5%) indicated the goal of the campaign 
was to sell more carrots or increase profits. 
Only 6.3% said the goal of the campaign 
had anything to do with improving health 
or health awareness.

Incorporation of Health Information (RQ8a-RQ8b)

As previously noted, health experts ap-
peared in 10.9% of the stories. Only 6.3% 
of the stories identified increased health or 
health awareness as part of the campaign’s 
goal, and 6.3% directly mentioned the health 
benefits of baby carrots. The four stories that 
did identify health or health awareness as 
part of the campaign presented positive or 
neutral tones. Of the 26 articles that framed 
the campaign as effective, only two (7.7%) in-
cluded increased health or health awareness 
as part of that perceived effectiveness.

Of the four stories that included health or 
health awareness as part of the campaign’s 
goal, campaign spokespersons appeared in 
three, as did government officials. Health of-
ficials appeared in two, but were not present 
in stories that described the campaign as ef-
fective in promoting health or health aware-
ness. The two sources were a campaign 
spokesperson and a government official.
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Discussion

This study investigated media coverage 
of a novel campaign designed to increase 
awareness and potentially the profitability 
of baby carrots. As evidenced by the media’s 
interest in the campaign, the marketers 
behind the effort were successful in put-
ting the campaign in front of the public. 
The marketers created messaging that the 
media latched onto and highlighted without 
taking the opportunity to address health-
related issues. While media coverage cer-

tainly served the marketers well, at least 
in the short term, news content did little 
to fulfill its public interest role by report-
ing on public health implications or raising 
long-term health considerations. At its best, 
the campaign captivated the media and the 
public for an ephemeral awareness boost, 
but what of sustainable change in consumer 
habits or public awareness of health issues 
and benefits? 

Media’s Missed Opportunity

The media saw the efforts of Bolthouse 
and Crispin Porter + Bogusky as more of 
a marketing campaign and less of a health 
campaign, signaling a missed opportunity 
to engage in more sustainable public health 
messages. Given that the focus of the cam-
paign was on children and teens, the lack 
of consumer voices—particularly children, 
teens, and their parents—was notable. The 
majority of quotes came directly from a 
campaign representative vouching for the 
perceived effectiveness of the campaign with 
media outlets maintaining a neutral or posi-
tive tone, indicating a source bias that may 
also have influenced coverage tone. While 
most articles discussed the campaign as a 
novel attempt to generate buzz and drive 
public consumption of baby carrots (aims of 
most marketing campaigns), any discussion 
of the health benefits of consuming more 
baby carrots was almost completely absent 
from media coverage, including in some of 
the more critical takes presented by blogs. 

Even supposing the public’s prior knowledge 
of the health benefits of baby carrots, the 
media failed to make mention of those with 
great consistency.

While journalists may not be responsible for 
promoting the public’s health, their profes-
sional code of ethics does recognize a jour-
nalistic role in “public enlightenment” and 
a duty to offer a comprehensive account of 
topics.55 Coverage examined in this study 
missed an opportunity to incorporate into 
the discussion—or at least address the 
health benefits of—increased baby carrot 
consumption. This may be explained, at 
least in part, by the campaign sources, who 
focused more on promoting the buzz around 
baby carrots than their health benefits. 
Instead, the majority of media coverage 
focused on the perceived effectiveness of the 
campaign as a novel effort aimed at con-
vincing younger consumers that baby car-
rots are cool. Again, this is a fitting result 
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for the campaign’s marketers, but one that 
may not have fully served the public or ful-
filled the media’s role as watchdog.

Coverage from blogs presented more nega-
tive tones and framed the campaign as 
less effective. Critical or not, blogs also 
neglected to include health implications 
of the campaign in their coverage. Per-
haps this had to do with the mediation 
of the message coming directly from the 
advertising campaign. While other similar 

marketing efforts used health benefits to 
promote their products—the “Got Milk?” 
campaign played up the health benefits of 
milk and the more recent “Wise Choices” 
campaign promoted California raisins as 
healthy dietary additions—the baby carrots 
campaign focused more on generating buzz 
about baby carrots. The media did little to 
move beyond that presentation when cov-
ering the campaign as evidenced by the 
primary source of campaign coverage (e.g., 
Bolthouse CEO Jeff Dunn). 

Limitations and Future Considerations

It is not possible to tell at this point wheth-
er media coverage will actively contribute to 
the campaign’s success in promoting con-
sumption of baby carrots in the long term. 
Focusing on the full body of media coverage, 
including media sources beyond newspaper 
and online content, could yield interest-
ing results. At least one recent study indi-
cated43 the importance of examining media 
coverage of health issues over the life of the 
issue. Further, in this case, it is difficult to 
argue that the desired outcome of the cam-
paign—increased awareness and consump-
tion among children of a vegetable—is not 
a positive outcome. However, the process 
by which the coverage developed—filtering 
through a primary campaign source—does 
raise concerns, particularly if the same 
media coverage patterns are followed in 
other cases where the desired behavior may 
not be as obviously positive for consumers’ 
health. In such a situation, the media func-
tioning as a public relations tool for a cam-

paign effort could be of greater concern. For 
example, a recent study found mainstream 
media coverage of a novel flu vaccine promo-
tion was similarly sparse on health informa-
tion.7 The vaccine findings, and the results 
from the present study, suggest the media 
may not be providing an adequate amount 
of health information for some topics.

Journalists must avoid relying only on cam-
paign representatives and seek out other 
experts to provide a thorough and balanced 
discussion of campaign’s and the health is-
sues under consideration—a function that, 
in this case, was partially met by blogs. 
Social marketers seeking to address public 
health issues might take note of the way 
the media promoted the baby carrots cam-
paign. While the campaign itself may have 
generated some controversy over its use of 
sexual innuendo and violence, it nonetheless 
brought the health-related issue of child-
hood nutrition to the media forefront. The 
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media dissected the novelty of the campaign 
and increased awareness simply by mediat-
ing the marketing effort to the public. 

Regardless of what images or messages the 
baby carrots campaign employed, it caught 
the media’s attention and subsequently 
gained exposure through coverage, however 
brief. Public health campaigns might gain 
similar success by taking novel approaches 
in their social marketing efforts, which, like 
baby carrot farmers, often wrangle with 
how to reach more people with fewer dollars 
than junk food giants. They might also find 
more sustainable avenues of marketing that 
focus less on short-term profits and more on 
long-term health benefits.

These results also suggest that critical 
analysis and commentary is coming from 
secondary sources such as blogs. Using 
this baby carrots campaign as an example, 
social media comments posted to Facebook 
and Twitter could be analyzed to discuss 
tone of the comments and what such com-
ments use as sources, such as original 
mainstream media coverage or mediated 
critical analysis on a blog. 

However, research should not be bound to 
one health topic or advertising campaign, a 
limitation of this study. While the results 
of this analysis represent a census of media 
coverage for the four-month period exam-
ined, the baby carrots campaign is ongoing, 
presenting an opportunity for research to 
engage how the media’s presentation may 
have swayed consumers’ purchasing habits 
and thoughts regarding the baby carrots 
campaign, baby carrots, and the health ben-
efits of nutritious snack foods. 

This study looked at a census of available 
articles over a set time period and coded for 
variables with little allowable variance (e.g., 
presence or absence or certain sources), 
positive, negative, or neutral tones. Given 
the relatively small sample size and lack of 
variable variance, this adversely affected 
the employment of Cohen’s kappa as a 
measure of inter-coder reliability. A lack of 
variance among a small number of articles 
included in a reliability calculation can sig-
nificantly influence coder agreement.56 In 
the case of this study, a single disagreement 
within variables substantially affected in-
ter-coder reliability. Despite this, all kappa 
scores were 0.82 or higher—well within the 
acceptable range.53,56 To improve coding re-
liability, future studies should either collect 
larger samples or should calculate reliabil-
ity scores for the entirety of smaller sam-
ples. Analyzing content over the life of an 
issue—in this case, the complete duration of 
the baby carrots campaign—is one such way 
to produce a larger sample that could yield 
more meaningful statistical analysis.

Despite some limitations, the results of this 
study suggest journalists should take bal-
anced approaches to marketing campaigns, 
specifically those with public health impli-
cations. Balance, though, does not only come 
in the form of coverage tone, but also in the 
suggested effectiveness of a campaign and 
the sources used to promote that sugges-
tion. Journalists and informed consumers 
must share responsibility in providing criti-
cal coverage of these kinds of campaigns, 
relying on multiple sources and providing 
additional valuable information to readers, 
lest the media simply function as another 
promotional outlet for creative marketers. 
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