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From Hillshire Farm to Hillshire City
Food advertising has been an area of personal interest to me for a few years now.  Food is a commodity that everyone consumes multiple times a day.  It isn't a luxury, it's a necessity.   People seem to be less skeptical when it comes to food ads, which I believe stems from our confidence in and reliance on the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), as well as, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA).  Although these agencies give oversight to food production they don't regulate the process as thoroughly as most consumers assume.  Producers and advertisers are still able to get unhealthy products on the selves of stores and get customers to consume them through clever advertising.  America's obesity problem coupled with the current health epidemic is evidence of how underregulated the food industry is and how successful their advertising is at getting customers to consume more than they need.  By applying Norman Fairclough's social theory of discourse to modern food ads one can see how the food industry uses its ethos as a power.  Consumers place their trust in food products believing that producers, the FDA and the USDA have the customer's health in mind; but the fact is that this is a money-making industry just like any other that is willing to cut corners, sell addictive products, and engage in inhumane practices in order to make as much money as possible.   To explore this further I will be analyzing a Hillshire Farm deli meat advertisement from the April 2018 issue of SHAPE magazine.
The way in which an ad is consumed is pivotal to its success, "specific discursive events vary in their structural determination according to the particular social domain or institutional framework in which they are generated." (A Social Theory 64).  When it comes to advertising the ad's placement is just as important as the ad itself.  The Hillshire Farm ad I'm analyzing is located within the April 2018 SHAPE magazine issue.  The magazine itself represents a consumption community; those that purchase the magazine are seeking to identify themselves with the health and fitness community.  This is a contemporary community that slowly started forming in the 1980s and has rapidly grown in the last decade.  The magazine has a target audience of women 25-40 years old and contains articles on health and fitness.  Thus, advertisers can assume that the audience is female, 25-40 years old, and cares about their health, fitness, and appearance.  It is an April issue which means it is officially spring and in most parts of America the weather is getting warmer.  Hillshire Farm has several products but in this ad they are choosing to promote oven roasted turkey breast deli meat.  They chose this product for two reasons: first, turkey is considered a lean, white meat and therefore is viewed as a healthier option; secondly, the warmer weather that comes with spring and summer brings on cravings for easy, cool meals.  Sandwiches made with deli meats are a summer staple.  Both of these factors are based on the social group (health and fitness) and the timing of exposure (spring). 
 The ad is strategically placed in the middle of an "Eat Right" spread that spans eight pages.  Not only does the ad blend in among the other featured foods, it also gives the impression that the product is healthy.  This is problematic because in 2015 the World Health Organization (WHO) classified processed meats (including deli meats) as a group 1A carcinogen, the same category as cigarettes and asbestos.  The FDA and USDA do not require any kind of warning label for processed meats, so the unsuspecting consumer isn't aware of the health risks connected to the Hillshire Farm product.   Due to the ad's placement the consumer associates the product with healthy foods which leads them to believe the product is part of a healthy diet.  This is further supported by the fact that the ad is in a health and fitness magazine.  Had the ad been placed in Good Housekeeping it would be less associated with health and more with something like ease.   Another interesting feature about this spread is that the actual "Eat Right" articles center around plant-based foods; the only meats found in the spread are those being advertised.  I believe that this helps the ads blend in more seamlessly because most people believe that meat is part of a balanced diet.  Had meat recipes been included in the spread and then advertised as well, the whole section would have felt off balanced, making the advertisements more noticeable.  As mentioned above, sandwiches are a quick and easy meal to throw together, so I doubt that it is a coincidence that the recipe featured directly across from it boast a total prep and cook time of one hour and thirty-five minutes.  Although most viewers flip through the magazine without much thought to its layout, by a taking a closer look we can see how crucial all of these little details are.  
The advertisement itself is located on the right side of the spread and an image dominates three quarters of the page.  In the top-center is the profile of a woman gazing to the right holding a half-eaten sandwich.  Faded to her left is a farm, and to her right a city.  The woman draws the reader's eye at first but then the reader's gaze scans from left to right just as text is read.  Viewing the image in this way gives a sense of progression from the rural to the urban.  The farm, which is located behind the woman's head, gives the impression that it is at the back of her mind.  She doesn't have to think about it because Hillshire Farm does the work and puts her mind at ease.  The viewer associates the image with the farm due to the tall wooden fence, uncut grass with tire marks, and the two grain silos.  This is part of the "building images" tactic that advertiser use to "get their audiences to draw upon ideological elements in their MR in order to establish an 'image' for the product being advertised." (Fairclough 203).  This is an ideal image of farming that brings to mind a small family farm, when the reality is that most meat today produced by factory farming.  Factory farming is an ugly business so producers, manufactures, and advertisers are careful to hide it by relying on the positive connotations of traditional farming.  Using a sepia filter gives the farm image an antiqued appearance.  Sepia coloring often represents the past, history, a time almost forgotten.  The coloring helps support the idea of progression.  The image also seeks to disassociate the product from the source and production method.  Oven roasted turkey is produced from turkey, yet the image has a grain silo.  It could be deduced that the silo holds the grain that the turkey eats but the ad makes no claim to the conditions in which the source (turkey) is raised.  It is more likely that the ad seeks to avoid any association between the living creature and the dead product.  
Gazing forward, is the urban city.  The image of the city is white and bright suggesting that it is newer.  Just like the farm, the image is an ideal.  There is no smog and the view isn't at street level but rather looks out over skyscrapers which gives the impression that the model is elevated.  The image is blurred, leaving the reader to fill in the image as they see fit.  There are no identifiable markers to indicate a specific city.  The model's gaze isn't on the half-eaten sandwich she holds, but straight forward towards the city.  Her gaze, along with the coloring, gives the impression of a bright future.  Urban life is often considered faster paced, busy and chaotic and she appears to be focused on what adventures await her out there.  Just as the farm is at the back of her mind, the sandwich doesn't require her focus.  There is no plate or silverware which ties back into the idea of ease and mobility a sandwich provides.  Her lunch is one less thing to worry about which frees up her mind for other more important thoughts.  It should also be noted that her gaze extends out past the page and, since the ad is located on the right side of the spread, also out of the magazine.  Her gaze is undoubtedly focused on the outside world beyond the city, beyond the magazine.  I think this all ties back into the idea of the convenience the product provides consumers; she can throw together a Hillshire Farm sandwich and head out into the world.  They are portraying that the product requires minimum effort while providing maximum mobility.
The text of the ad reads "YOUR ROOSTER MAY BE A PHONE ALARM.  YOUR TRACTOR MIGHT BE AN SUV.  BUT WHEN YOUR OVEN ROASTED TURKEY BREAST IS CRAFTED WITH NOTHING BUT HEART AND HARD WORK, YOU'RE CLOSER TO THE FARM THAN YOU THINK".  This ad relies heavily on synthetic personalization.  Fairclough explains that synthetic personalization helps build the relationship between producer and consumer by addressing individual audience members directly (Fairclough 205).  The text assumes that those viewing the ad are members of a specific consumption community, one that consumes phones and SUVs.   Part of this assumption is due to what other advertisements are found in the magazine.  The magazine boasts an intricate interactive app that allows the use to "scan" pages within the magazine for a more in-depth look so "phone" is mentioned every few pages.  There is a JEEP (SUV) advertisement that spans four pages prior to the Hillshire Farm advertisement.  The advertiser assumes that these items are features of this consumption community and is attempting to claim that its product fits into the same community.  This is an example of how "the frame packages together social subjects in particular sorts of relationship, activities, settings, values, and so on" (Language 206).  These items, the phone and the SUV, are representative of the urban lifestyle.
Just as the images depict a transition, the verbal cues of the ad also transition from the rural to the urban.  The rooster and tractor relate to the farm, while the phone and SUV relate to the city.  The transition, in effect, provides a sense of modernity.  Thus, "the product image is produced by association, so to speak: by being associated with the elegant and efficient 'modern' lifestyle" (Language 205-206).  The oven roasted turkey breast being advertised is now associated with the modern urban lifestyle.  The language does loop back to the rural by stating "you're closer to the farm than you think" but this is a contemporary advertising element found mostly in food ads.  Today there is more awareness and concern over nutrition, so food producers have the unique task of merging the urban (modern) with the rural (past).  Being "closer" to the farm makes the product seem fresher and less processed and therefore more nutritious.  It further supports this by using buzz words associated with overly processed foods, "NO ARTIFICIAL PRESERVATIVES NO ADDED NITRATES NO ADDED NITRITES".   
All of these elements tie together to build the consumer.  Hillshire Farm has successfully "construct[ed] subject position for consumers as members of consumption communities" (Language 206).   They establish the community that would consume this product; the busy urban woman "belongs to a community whose needs and values and tastes are those embedded in [the ad's] frame" (Language 207).  The image illustrates how easily the product fits into the busy lifestyle.  The product is implied as being healthy which reflects the values of those that value their health.  Thus, it fulfills a need by guaranteeing a quick healthy meal that fits seamlessly into the modern, urban lifestyle.  The advertisement successfully reproduces the community while also transforming it (A Social Theory 65).  It reproduces the community by listing other features of it, the phone and the SUV.  It transforms it by interjecting itself, the product, into that community.  It also works to further distance the rural from the urban. 
By analyzing the ad through Fairclough's lens, it becomes clear how much effort was put into Hillshire Farm's advertisement.  The ad's placement not only relies on its location but also looks to what ads came before it.  It uses the articles around it to imply the product's health benefits without making an actual claim to them.  The images make suggestions about the rural and the urban but force the consumer to fill in the details of those images.  The language supports the urban community while simultaneously moving it away from the rural.  It makes no claims as to what the product is, how it's produced, or its benefits but rather leaves it all up to the viewer to determine those things.  The ad delivers little without the support of the items surrounding it and the effort of the interpreter.  This advertisement illustrates how important it is for consumers to view ads critically.  In the case of food, we cannot rely solely on our faith in the FDA and USDA to regulate these products.  We must be agents for change and demand a better effort by food producers.  Their ads should provide all the necessary information needed for a consumer to make a conscious decision about how that food product fits in their diet, not coded images and texts that provide no meaningful information about the product.  The way to achieve this is by recognizing these advertising tactics and refusing to purchase products that masks themselves with ideology.  Once consumers know better they can demand better.  
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*Image scanned from SHAPE magazine April 2018 issue
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