.. Content Analysis of Visual Images

PHILIP BELL

INTRODUCTION

Cleo is a magazine aimed at female readers from eighteen to thirty-five years
of age. First published in Australia in 1972, it celebrated its twenty-fifth birthday
by reproducing all thrée hundred of s front covers in its November 1997 spectacular
with Kylie Minogue as its model on the cover. The first and last twenty covers from
the quarter of a century of Cleo are reproduced as Figures 2.1 and 2.2 respectively.

What differences can be seen if one compares the two groups of covers
published 23-5 years apart? How has Cleo’s ‘image’ (and the images which make up
its ‘image’) changed? To answer this, either in conversation at the hairdresser’s or as
an academic thesis, requires identification of observable dimensions of the images in
question (for example, are the models who are depicted older or differently dressed?),
as well as a judgement about how frequently various visual features appear in the
periods that one chooses to compare. In short, the answer requires a (visual)} content
analysis.

This chapter outlines the assumptions, practices, limitations and advantages
of explicit, quantifiable analysis of visual content as a research method. It then returns
to the Cleo covers to exemplify the process.

CONTENT ANALYSIS AND WHEN IT CAN BE USED

Generalizations about what is shown on television, in the press or in advertisements
require observable, more or less ‘objective’ evidence. Consider the ubiquitous claims
and counter-claims about, say, the depiction of women in magazine advertisements
or the prevalence and effects of televisual or cinematic violence. When such issues are
debated, the frequency and the meaning of identifiable classes of discrete visual
content are at stake (as opposed to more complex forms like narrative structures or
the complexities of different genres).

Whether itis explicitly labelled content analysis or not, making generalizations
about the relative frequencies of visual representations of particular classes of people,
actions, roles, situations or events involves implicit or explicit classification and
quantification of media-circulated content.
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Figure 2.1 The first twenty covers of a quarter of a century of Cleo magazine (1972-74),
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Figure 2.2 The last twenty covers of a quarter of a century of Cleo magazine (1996-7).
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Not surprisingly, therefore, content analysis has provided one of the most
widely cited kinds of evidence in Media Studies for many decades. First, in relation
to newspapers and radio (for you can analyse verbal content as well as vis@al)
and, later, directed at television and occasionally at the cinema. Perhaps the method
has been widely used because it seems like the ‘commonsense’ way to research what
the media show, or because it appears to require little theoretical analysis. In short, it
is the most basic way of finding out something about the media’s meaning and allows
for apparently general statements to be made about aspects of representation which
non-specialists, journalists and experts alike can understand. However, as will be cl+':ar
in the following discussion, content analysis is quite a technical procedure. It is also
of limited value in many research contexts, and might best be thought of as a necessary
but not sufficient methodology for answering questions about what the media depicts
or represents. Content analysis alone is seldom able to support statements about the
significance, effects or interpreted meaning of a domain of representation. For
example, using content analysis to show that prime-time television depicts a high
level of physical inter-personal aggression does not, by itself, show that viewers are
affected in any particular way (either by imitating what they see or by inhibiting their
own aggressive behaviours). Claims about the effects of what is shown raise questions
which need to be addressed by further, different kinds of research which are not
considered in this chapter (see Chapters 4 and 9).

Let us now become more precise and technical in defining and describing
the range of procedures for visual analysis that content analysis refers to. First, a
general definition: content analysis is an empirical (observational) and objective
procedure for quantifying recorded ‘audio-visual’ (including verbal) representation
using reliable, explicitly defined categories (‘values’ on independent ‘variables’),

To illustrate each component of the definition, consider the example of
making generalizations/representations about women and men in advertisements in
‘women’s’ compared with ‘men’s’ magazines. To begin to observe how women and men
are depicted requires an explicit hypothesis (or hypotheses) without which the com-
plex field is too diverse, ill-defined and therefore unable to be systematically analysed.

S0 content analysis begins with some precise hypothesis {expectation) or-

question about well-defined variables. In our example, these variables could include
types of magazine, size of published advertisement, (defined) pose of represented
models (say, standing, seated, walking, running) and depicted context (e.g. office,
home, outdoors). One explicit hypothesis might be that women will be depicted in
fewer outdoor situations than men, in both kinds of magazines. Only when one or
more hypothesis is formulated will the relevant variables become apparent.

Note that the kinds of hypotheses which content amalysis usually evaluates are
comparative. That is, the researcher is usually interested in whether, say, women are
depicted more or less frequently than men in relation to some variable or quality, not
in the absolute frequency of certain depictions taken in isolation. Obviously,
if 20 per cent of women in television commetcials are shown in ‘outdoor’ settings,
these data tell the researcher very little unless the comparable frequency for men (in
otherwise similar contexts) is known. Content analysis is used to test explicitly com-
parative hypotheses by means of quantification of categories of manifest content.
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Let us continue discussing our (admittedly quite simplified) examples by
drawing attention to other aspects of content analysis. First, the choice of the
scope, number or scale of the visual content to be studied must be explicitly described
before detailed observations begin. This involves deciding what ‘corpus’ or what
‘sample size’ or what ‘field’ or ‘domain’ of representation is to be studied: how many
magazines, how many advertisements, how many editions of one or more newspapers,
and so on (see Chapter 3}. For example, because it is comparative, a hypothesis might
specify two or more periods (say, five years before World War II and five years after)
during which to compare some aspects of gender representation. Because World War
11 brought women increasingly into the paid workforce this hypothesis would be of
sociological interest. In all such cases, the question arises of how many data are

. enough? Can we generalize from our samples of images to the population from which

it has been selected? This question ultimately requires statistical decisions and
inferences, but it is clearly important to ensure that the corpus (the sample(s)) is
representative of the variables specified in the relevant hypotheses. Obviously, if a
researcher only samples from one women’s magazine she or he could not generalize
the findings to all women’s magazines, nor even draw conclusions about the particular
magazine beyond the period sampled. (Women’s magazines have changed radically
in the last several years.) We will return to this issue after outlining the technical
procedures to follow when conducting a well-designed content analysis.

To summarize this introductory discussion: visual content analysis is a
systematic, observational method used for testing hypotheses about the ways in which
the media represent people, events, situations, and so on. It allows quantification of
samples of observable content classified into distinct categories. It does not analyse
individual images or individual ‘visual texts’ (compared with psychoanalytical analysis,
discussed in Chapter 6, and semiotic methods, discussed in Chapters 4, 7 and 9).
Instead, it allows description of fields of visual representation by describing the
constituents of one or more defined areas of representation, periods or types of images.

Typical research questions which may be addressed using content analysis
include:

1 Questions of priority/salience of media content: how visible (how frequently,
how large, in what order in a programme) different kinds of images, stories,
events are represented? ‘Agenda Setting’ studies of news broadcasts would be
an example of this kind of question.

2 Questions of ‘bias’; comparative questions about the duration, frequency, pri-
ority or salience of representations of, say, political personalities, issues, poli-
cies, or of ‘positive’ versus ‘negative’ features of representation.

3 Historical changes in modes of representation of, for example, gender, occu-
pational, class, or ethically codified images in particular types of publications
or television genres.

WHAT TO ANALYSE: ‘ITEMS’ AND ‘TEXTS?

What is the ‘content’ of content analysis? As the examples mentioned already
indicate, the material analysed by means of content analysis may be visual, verbal,
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graphic, oral ~ indeed, any kind of meaningful visual/verbal information. To analyse
is to break a thing down into its constituent elements. So the visual/verbal units of
meaning which are the objects of content analysis are those defined by the medium
in which they are produced as isolable, self-contained or separate, like paragraphs,
framed images, pages or news photographs. I will call these “texts’ whether or not
they are verbal. A display advertisement is a visual text. A news item (on television)
is also a text, because it has a clear frame or boundary within which the various
elements of sound and image ‘cohere’, ‘make sense’ or are cohesive. Texts, then, are
defined within the context of a particular research question and within the theoretical
categories of the medium (gallery painting, television) and genres (such as portraits,
news or ‘soaps’) on which the research focuses.

The texts that are to be analysed are the meaningful and cohesive units framed
within the medium and genre(s) at issue. Visual content analysis usually isolates
framed images (in publications) or sequences of representation (scenes or shots in
television or film). But, unlike semiotic analysis, content analysis classifies all the
texts on specified dimensions (what will be called ‘variables’ in this chapter) to
describe the field or totality. It is not concerned with ‘reading’ or interpreting each
text individually. By contrast, semiotic analysis is qualitative and usually focuses on
each text or text-genre in much the way that a critic focuses on a particular gallery
painting or on the aesthetics or cultural connotations of a particular film or class of
films (see Chapters 4, 7 and 9; in addition, Chapter 5 demonstrates an iconographic
approach to individual texts and Chapter 6 describes a psychoanalytical approach to
individual texts).

HOW TO DO CONTENT ANALYSIS

Like all research methodologies, content analysis is an effective procedure only if
precise hypotheses and clearly defined concepts underpin its use. Categories of
(visual) content must be explicitly and unambiguously defined and employed
consistently (‘reliably’) to yield meaningful evidence relevant to an hypothesis. To
observe and quantify categories of content it is first necessary to define relevant
variables of representation and/or salience. Then, on each variable, values can be
distinguished to yield the- categories of content which are to be observed and
quantified. The concepts of variables and values are critical to an understanding of
the procedure, so I will define these more completely below.

Variables

Visual or verbal representations differ from each other in many ways — on many
dimensions or qualities. A content variable is any such dimension (size, colour
range, position on a page or in a news bulletin); or any range of options of a similar
type which could be substituted for each other — for example, a list of represented
participants {male/female; adult/child) or a number of alternative “settings’ such as
kitchen, bathroom, street, automobile, shop, and so on. Variables like size, represented
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participants, settings, priority, duration and depicted role consist of the set of options
which are of the same class or type as defined for the purposes of the research
project. Notice that in content analysis a variable refers to aspects of how something
is represented, not to ‘reality’. So if someone is shown as elderly in a television ‘soap’
(by means of make-up or clothing) it is this which the researcher observes, judges
and classifies, not the ‘real” age of the actor. This point is sometimes referred to as
judging the ‘manifest content’ of an image or text. It is the content as represented
that is analysed, not some independently or ‘externally’ defined, and certainly not
any aspect of ‘reality’ not actually depicted. So all the variables defined are those on
which particular representations differ from one another.

Values

A variable consists of what we will call values. These are elements which are of
the same logical kind. That is, elementscan be substituted for each other because
they belong to the same class: these constitute the values on a particular variable.
For example, all the occupational roles in which people are, or could be depicted
in television commercials would constitute a variable. But such a ‘role> variable
would be distinct from, say, the variable of “depicted physical setting’, from which
it is conceptually independent. Of course, some roles usually occur in particular set-
tings, but that is an empirical contingency and does not imply that the two variables
are the same (Chapter 9 provides a more detailed discussion of this issue). To ensure
that one does not confuse two variables, a useful test is as follows: could a defined
value on one variable be substituted for another on that variable or not? If not, one
has confused two distinct variables.

To summarize, then, a content analysis begins with the definition of relevant
variables and of the values on each. Each variable is logically or conceptually in-
dependent of every other distinguished in a particular research project.

The values defined on each variable should also be mutually exclusive and
exhaustive {another technical criterion which will be discussed below).

Schematically, the specification and definition of variables and the values of
each can be represented as in Table 2.1. Here, four variables have been distinguished.
Within each, a different number of values have been specified. In research on gender
representation, to continue one of our hypothetical examples, the table might
appear as in Table 2.1.

Note again the logic of such a system: each variable is independent of all others.
All values on a given variable are then mutually exclusive: any observed element of
representation can only be classified into one value on each variable, and values that
are defined should be exhaustive — the values should cover all the possible cate-
gorizations on the respective variable. This may require a ‘miscellanecus’ or ‘other’
value to be allowed on some variables as it is not always possible for the researcher to
anticipate the complete range of values (for instance, occupational roles, to continue
our example) that may be found during the course of research. So ‘politician’ may be
avalue or role which is only infrequently found. It may be included in a ‘miscellaneous’
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value if its limited visibility is not considered important for the hypotheses being
evaluated. However, the fact that a role is only infrequently depicted may be of great
interest to the researcher, in which case such a value should be explicitly included in
the range of values which make up the defined variable.

Table 2.1 Gender depictions in magazine advertisements: hypothetical values on four
varlabies.

Variables

House duties Domestic Full page
Nurse

Values | Female Business Public Half full page
executive
Flight attendant More than half

page
Teacher Double page
2 5* 2 4

* These values are purely indicative; in fact there are likely to be many more values on this
variable.

Definitions of variables and values

The principal difficulty confronted by researchers wishing to conduct a comprehen-
sive content analysis is to define unambiguously both the variables and values so
that observers (usually called ‘coders’) can classify represented content consistently
(reliably).

Instead of speaking of ‘categories’, I have distinguished variables and values.
Each variable, and within it each value, should be defined in terms of one principal
feature of representation. This is important even when a variable is physical and seems
to be relatively unambiguous. The ‘duration’ (in seconds) of television advertise-
ments is clearly an unambiguous measure, but the size of display advertisements may
not be. Magazines vary in size. So the absolute size {area in square centimetres or
inches} of an item such as an advertisement may not be an appropriate variable to
allow comparison across magazines. If it is not, the researcher needs to define the
variable (size) and its values to best demonstrate comparative salience or ‘noticability’.
In the example in Table 2.1 this was done by classifying the size of the published
advertisement relative to a standard page of the respective publication (as two page,
one page, half page, etc.).

Other ‘subjective’ variables (those which require coders to make subjective
judgement) demand very clear definitions and criteria. Otherwise judges (coders)
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may apply inconsistent criteria, or one coder may change her or his criteria through
the course of coding a large number of instances.

Apart from physical features of images or other visual items {such as size,
duration and monochrome/colour) the overall topic or subject of news items or the
product category of advertisements will generally be of interest to researchers. In such
cases, the question of the appropriate scale of analysis becomes important. Does one
need to define, say, camera angles or shot lengths in relation to represented participants
(suchas political figures) in analysing television news? Or is a global judgement about
the focus of news items all that is required? In the latter case, the variable will be
named something like ‘news story topic’, and values will be defined to permit coders
to classify items to show the ‘agenda’ of issues of one or more news programmes. For
instance, Bell et al. (1982) compared the agendas of different networks’ news coverage

* during an Australian Federal (National) Election by defining values such as the

following on the ‘news topic’ variable:

’

{a) Celebrities & personalities: Major ;mphasis given to the personality(ies) per se,
rather than their expertise or skills. Item focuses on the person as newsworthy
owing to glamour/wealth/bravery/prestige, or as embodiment of some other
desirable or undesirable characteristic(s). Excludes Vice Regal, Monarchy (see
Vice Regal & Monarchy}. For example:

— Kirk Douglas arrives for Australian Film Awards,
— Former beauty queen graduates from police academy.

(b) Crime: Major emphasis given to the manifest criminal event or its conse-
quences: robbery, murder, swindles etc. or to technical or biographical stories
of crime/criminals. For example:

— Inquiry into penetration of the Painters and Dockers Union by organized

crime.
— Jewel thieves arrested,

(c} Disasters: Major emphasis given to climatically induced phenomena causing
human suffering (flood, heatwaves), geological events of similar kind (earth-
quakes, avalanches). Excludes accidents (see Accidents & Chance Events). For
example:

— Newcastle district bushfire,
— New South Wales Government aid to drought areas.

As these definitions show, coding something as complex as audio-visual news
stories demands general, yet precise definitions. The kinds of data that are yielded
by analysing a large corpus of material such as television news coverage during
an election campaign are illustrated in Table 2.2 taken from the same research
monograph,

Table
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>ugh : Table 2.2 Duration of content emphasis categories in rank order, pre-election period,
: per se and as percentage of total Channel 9 broadcast time.
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Note that some content values are not represented in Channel 9’s coverage.
These may be very significant as absences (as issues not on the broadcaster’s ‘agenda’
despite their sociopolitical importance, for instance, the low priority of Aboriginal
issues).

Visual content analysis may focus on more ‘micro’-level variables than does
the above. Indeed, there is no limit to how precise and finely grained an analysis
may be other than the ability of the researcher to define clearly, and coders to apply
reliably, the specified criteria. Whether a model smiles or not, whether they look
at the camera, whether they are clothed in certain ways, their skin or hair colour,
can all be subjected to content analysis and then to quantification. But whether a
model is “attractive’, ‘young’ or ‘American’ (as depicted) is unlikely to be clearly and
unambiguously definable. This is because each of these variables is a composite of
more specific variables. Like ‘size’ (above) each would require analysis into specific
dimensions (variables) of definable values which are one-dimensional rather than
‘composite” (and therefore potentially vague).

-

Quantitative results: comparisons and cross-tabulations

Content analysis classifies extensive fields of representation in quantitative terms. As
was emphasized earlier in this chapter, the kinds of hypotheses which such quanti-
fication helps to test are those which compare one field of representation with another.
The examnples referred to above included comparisons between ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’
magazine advertisements in terms of visual representations of gender roles. The data
setout in Table 2.2 are not comparative. However, that table was originally published
with relevant comparison tables showing how other television channels prioritized
their respective agendas during the same period (according to the same variables and
values, of course). Such tabulation of data by more than one variable (here, television
station by topics) is typical of the comparative cross-tabulations which result from
content analysis.

Another example illustrates this more succinctly. In Table 2.3, advertisements
showing one or more female or male figures, or parts of the body (for example, an
arm wearing a watch), or groups of males or females, have been analysed according
to the ‘visual modality’ of the respective advertisement published in popular
magazines. ‘Modality” here refers to the ‘truth value’ or credibility of (linguistically
realized) statements about the world (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996) (see Chapter 7}.
These authors point out that visual images also ‘represent people, places and things
as though they are real . . . or as though they are imaginings, fantasies, caricatures, etc.’
(Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996: 161). The data in Table 2.3 are based on defined values
of modality according to visual features which have then been cross-tabulated by the
gender of represented participants (persons).

These data support the following conclusions (among others):

1 Males are more likely than females to be shown in *factual’ style advertise-
ments.

2 Most magazine advertisements {approximately two-thirds) adopt a standard
modality.
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