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1. Introduction 

Since its publication in 2008 Nudge theory has rapidly gained popularity (Dolan et al., 2012; Vlaev et al., 2016), 

leading to what could be considered overuse, sparking concerns surrounding its ethical application. 

1.1. Purpose / Scope of Essay  

The purpose of this research is twofold: to shed light on how media coverage effects attitude formation in regards 

to nudge theory and to explore the effectiveness of a different data collection methodology when considering 

general feelings towards nudges.  

To accomplish this, previous applications of the theory will be acknowledged, along with a literature review of 

persuasion psychology. This is to be followed by a case study analysis pertaining to how the public responded 

online to news publications making them aware of Sainsbury’s and Oxfords intentions to conduct a nudge 

experiment in the near future. Along with how they may have been subject to unwitting participation in the 

experiment had it not been for this disclosure. 

1.2. Structure Overview 

The Essay has been broken down into the following section: 

 

The literature Review  

 A Brief History of Nudge Theory  

 Nudge Ethics and Acceptability 

  And How People Feel About Being Persuaded 

 Current Research 

 Gaps in Research. 

Methodology  

 Qualitative Analysis 

 Case Studies 

 The Selected Case Study 

  Direct Observation 

 What Is Non-Reactive/Unobtrusive: Internet-Mediated Research (IMR) 

 Thematic Analysis, Framing Analysis 

 Research Limitations 

 Ethics 

Findings  

 Thematic Analysis  

 Framing analysis  

Discussion/Conclusion  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. A Brief History of Nudge Theory 

In their 2008 book Nudge, Thaler and Sunstein describe Nudges as an aspect of choice architecture, and an 

approach which involves self-conscious attempts to move people in directions that will make their lives better, 

using minimal conscious engagement (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Said Attempts must allow autonomy to remain, 

meaning, people are given the freedom to continue acting in accordance with their normative behavioural 

patterns, without any financial implications. 

Methods used to nudge individuals are designed using theories taken from multiple disciplines including 

behavioural economics, cognitive psychology, social psychology, user centred design and applied behavioural 

science (Hansen, 2015). 

Application of the technique varies broadly, (See Table 1). 

Visual  

 Colour coordinated bins on beaches to prompt sorted recycling as multiple colours 
symbolises system and order (Krkow, 2013). 

 Etched or sticker houseflies into public urinals to reduce spillage and increase aim 
(Thaler & Sunstein 2008). 

 Painting of white stripes more closely together on road bends to create the illusion 
that the vehicle’s speed is increasing, prompting the driver to brake earlier (Thaler & 
Sunstein 2008). 

 ‘Ambient orb lights’ placed in houses, which light up red when during high electricity 
usage and green during low usage (Thaler & Sunstein 2012). 

Aroma   Citrus smell in hospitals to encourage hand washing (Vlaev, 2016). 

Audio 
 Playing French or German background music in grocery stores to elicited increased 

purchasing of either the French or German wine (North, Hargreaves, & McKendrick 
1997). 

Informative 

 Merely informing house owners that they ‘an above average electricity user /or/ a 
below average’ in their local neighbourhood, lead to reduced consumption in high 
use homes (Cowen & Tabarrok, 2015). 

 Informing certain doctors, if they are proscribing very high amounts of antibiotics, in 
the hopes to reduce future amounts (Sunstein, 2016a). 

Pre-commitments  

 Automatic enrolment/registration into: pension schemes (Cribb & Emmerson, 2016), 
Organ donation (Wright, 2015) and voting in Oregon (Kumar, 2015). These actions 
are not mandates and people may still choose to opt out opposed to the past opt in 
option 

Asking a question  
 Asking “Would you like to leave any money to charity in your will?” when customers 

ring to book a will writing appointment (Behavioural Insights Team, 2013). 

Table  1 – Examples in Nudge Theory Application 
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The approach revolves around Dual-Process Theory the concept that there is a distinction between two kinds of 

thinking, one that is intuitive and automatic (System 1) and another that is reflective and rational (system 2), with 

the second type occurring at much slower rate (Evans, 1996, Sloman 1996, Stanovich 2000 & Thaler & Sunstein 

2008). 

Hansen and Jespersen (2013) define nudges into two categories type 1 and type 2 to coincide with the mental 

system definitions. 

 Type 1: “influencing the behaviour maintained by automatic thinking, or consequences thereof without 

involving reflective thinking”. 

 Type 2: “influencing the attention and premises of — and hence the behaviour anchored in — reflective 

thinking (i.e. choices), via influencing the automatic system”. 

Both types of nudges can be either transparent or non-transparent. 

A clear example of transparency is the urinal-fly as men can easily discern that the desired outcome is for them to 

aim at the fly. Whereas the musical variation isn’t inherently obvious to consumers. 

2.2. Nudge Ethics and Acceptability 

Critics of the theory say that the original definition of type 1 nudges is somewhat of an oxymoron, as to circumvent 

rational thinking, contradictions with the stipulation that one can’t remove autonomy (Quigley, 2016).  

This may also explain the results of research conducted by Felsen (2013) and Jung (2016), which found that when 

asked directly people said they prefer type 2 educative nudges over type 1. However, in late (2016) Sunstein 

discovered that this was not the case for all situations, for instance in the case of voting, 53% people instead 

believed everyone should be enrolled to vote automatically. This lead Sunstein to hypothesis that “when people 

really oppose the action in question (that is the conduct), they will be more receptive to a system 1 nudge. 

“However, “when they think the action in question is one people are entitled to engage in, then they will hate the 

system 1 nudge”, “there is a moral judgement” (Sunstein, 20016b). 

Another major ethical concern raised surrounds the nudger’s intentions and morality, and whether a nudge is truly 

working in peoples’ best interest. 

Many of the proposals advocated within the book ‘Nudge’ are concerned with shaping other-regarding decisions in 

order to promote collective welfare rather than with ‘improving’ an individual’s self-regarding actions (Amir & 

Lobel, 2009). For example, the benefits arising from organ donation registry serves no tangible personal benefit to 

the individual being nudged.  

Despite the fact that 80% of Sunstein’s participants responded favourably towards this nudge 20% still opposed 

the idea (Sunstein, 20016b), as morality beliefs vary from person to person. This leads to people fearing ideological 

applications which contradiction their own political opinions such as those hypothesised by Bryan Caplan regarding 

abortion nudges. Which suggests extended waiting periods, opt-out rule for counselling and Inconvenient locations 

in the hopes of nudging pregnant women into carrying their foetuses to term (Caplan,2013). 

Sunstein defends against this notion by saying nudges are unavoidable in society, where a desired outcome exists, 

thus efforts should exist to counter the oppositional stance nudge attempts (Sunstein, 20016b).  
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For example, health food nudges such as those found in (Table 2). would compete against companies using the 

similar techniques to encourage the opposite result, in Morgan Spurlock’s film Super-Size Me, Morgan subjects 

himself to one rule to always answer yes to the question, “Would you like that super-sized?” By doing so he 

highlights how powerful the suggestion can be if individuals always choose to follow it.  

Type 1  Placing healthier foods in prominent, visible locations in grocery stores (73%) 

Type 2 

 Traffic light systems on food (85%) 

 Calorie labels (85%) 

 Salt labels (for products with particularly high levels) (87%) 

Beyond a nudge  
(Restriction of choice) 

 A law requiring meat-free days in all public institution cafeterias (which goes 
beyond a nudge) (51%) 

Table 2 – Type 1 VS Type 2 Nudges 

Percentage relates to UK acceptance results found in Reisch & Sunstein research (2016) 

A lesser concern is unintentional consequences an example of which is that it is currently unclear whether people 

who are nudged to make healthier food choices in the supermarket or the cafeteria continue to make healthier 

food choices in future situations. one study has shown that low-fat labels nudges on food actually increase caloric 

intake because consumers experience reduced consumption guilt (Wansink and Chandon, 2006). Meaning they 

initially react positively towards the nudge choosing healthier options, however at a later time they overeat snack 

foods negating some or all of the positive impact of the initial behaviour change. 

The final concern is that “If over-emphasised, this could lead to a culture where the blame for all society’s ills is 

pinned on the mindsets of individuals”, distracting from broader understandings of societal problems and the need 

for policy changes (Emmet,2014 p1). As Loewenstein points out, even though individual behaviours do determine 

eating habits, this does not account for all obesity in a country. Changes in the food industry making it cheaper and 

quicker to buy and prepare processed, sugary and fatty foods, than fresh fruit and veg is also one of the major 

considerations (Loewenstein, 2014). 

2.2.1. How People Feel About Being Persuaded 

Understanding how people feel about the use of nudges is critical as the implementation by policymakers requires 

some measure of public support (Page, 1983). Although little is known about how people feel about ‘nudges’ as a 

mode of persuasion, the attitudes and behaviours surrounding psychological persuasions is well documented.   

People do not want to be influenced; they are motivated to resist persuasion (Ringold, 2002).  In an attempt to 

maintain their current attitude and reduce behavioural and attitudinal changes, people oppose, counter, and resist 

persuasive attempts by adopting strategies such as counter arguing or avoidance (McGuire 1964). Counter arguing 

can be encouraged by forewarning (Wood and Quinn, 2003), i.e., the (upfront) disclosure of the persuasive intent 

and/or content of a message. Counterarguments become more effective when a greater time delay occurs 

between the warning and the message, as this provides the opportunity to generate rebuttals (Chen et al, 1992). 

Individuals may also experience feelings of ‘change reluctance’ ‘deception’ and ‘freedom threat’ depending on 
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how the persuasion messaging has been delivered and the individuals personality, these feels may lead a range of 

negative reactions some of which have been alluded to in the hypothesis (Fransen, Smit & Verlegh, 2015).  

In regards to food consumption, a study conducted by the Food Standard Agency (FSA) in 2009 observed that 

(47%) of the 3163 respondents agreed with the statement ‘I am fed up with experts telling me what I should eat’, 

with a further (73%) agreeing with ‘Experts contradict each other over what foods are good for you’ (Food 

Standard Agency 2010) This ‘expert’ contradiction is evident when looking at the Internal Food Information Council 

Foundation’s (IFIC) 2016 research results. In which 20% of the 1,003 participants reported that after reading 

scientific studies they viewed meat as more healthful than they had 6 months prior and 10% viewed less healthful 

(IFIC, 2016). 

This might be interpreted as evidence suggesting that Type 2 informational food nudges may be received 

negatively, but may not necessarily be ineffective. 

This might be due to a similar moral judgement as discussed early (perceived actions in which one people are 

entitled to engage in). As research by McDonald & Oates in Scotland 2007 revealed that even those customers who 

were highly concerned with climate change had limitations one which behaviour traits they were willing to alter. 

With the three main ‘exceptors’ being holidays abroad, the private car and meat consumption, “these behaviours 

were not up for discussion” (Peattie, 2013).  

Therefore, there may be situations were even Type 2 nudges are deemed unacceptable. 

2.3. Current Research  

 “To date, there is little information about whether citizens of various nations actually endorse nudges, and more 

particularly, about the line between those that they would endorse and those that they would reject” (Sunstein 

2016c, pp. 310). 

Of the limited existing studies, most appear to use self-administered questionnaires (SAQ) and all appear to be 

based on direct questioning (Reisch, 2016, Hagman, 2015, Houlby 2014, Petrescu, 2016). Despite their limited 

number, prior studies have covered a broad range of topics regarding nudge application as well as potential 

influencers for the expressed attitudes.  To illustrate this point, one may look at the works of Jung and Mellers 

2016 and Tannenbaum 2014. 

Jung and Mellers’ not only tackled the question of how people feel towards nudge’s but the pair also observed 

how the framing of proposed nudge strategies and participant personalities might have an influence over said 

attitudes.  

To analyse personality effect, personality tests were used to note participant’s reactance, desire for control, 

individualism, communitarianism, empathy and conservatism (measured on a scale of 1-7, 1 being very liberal and 

7 being very conservative) they found that results varied: 
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Table 3 – Fig taken from p70 Jung & Meller 2016 

To understand how the pair analysed the effects of frames one much first understand what ‘frames’ are. 
The term ‘frame’ has varied meanings across disciplines, including cognitive science, sociology, economics and 
psychology (Druckman, 2011). The two most common description being: how a communication source (such as a 
news organization) uses words, images and phrases to relay information referred to as frames in communication 
(Cappella, 1997 & Nelson, 1997) and an individual’s understanding of a given situation, known as frames in thought 
(Goffman, 1974). According to framing theory, the way in which a story is framed, is an important part of the 
‘Agenda Setting’ process (McCombs, 2001), Agenda setting is the ability to influence perceptions of a topic 
(McCombs, 2002). 

 
To analyse the effect of frames in communication they tested two hypothesises one in relation to Cornwell and 

Krantz (2014) prior work showing that “people were more supportive of nudges when the frame or the rationale 

for the policy targeted “people in general” rather than “you” (p. 433)”.  

And a second pertaining to cost vs benefit framing, also known as Gain and Loss framing.  In the belief that “frames 

highlighting the costs of rejection would increase support more than frames highlighting the benefits of 

acceptance.” Citing Ganzach & Karashi’s (1995) research on company issued messages regarding credit card usage 

which were either framed as highlighting the benefits that customers could obtain by using their cards or losses 

they could suffer from not using them. The study found that over the two months period after exposure to the 

message, loss frames had greater impact than benefit frames. 

The illusion of the cost/benefit frames were accomplished by manipulating the short written descriptions of the 

nudge policies, to highlight either the benefits of accepting the nudge or the costs of rejecting it. They then edited 

these descriptions to either including the word (you / people) and/or the phrase (you / all members of society).  

For example: “The plan helps (you / all members of society) (save water and build a more / avoid water waste and 

that leads to a less) sustainable environment.” 

The results suggested that “people with greater empathy were more likely to support nudges that were framed as 

having societal effects” and “reactant people were more opposed to nudges when frames highlighted the 

individual costs of rejection” while “Individualists and conservatives were unaffected by framing” (Jung & Meller, 

2016, p70). 
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In (2014) Tannenbaum and colleagues identified what they refer to as “partisan nudge bias”: where by a person’s 

judgments are heavily affected by the political valence of nudges and nudging. Finding that if participants are told 

that certain nudges are supported by particular parties or leaders, their general views about nudging can change. 

In short attitudes toward policy goals or policymakers distort feelings about policy interventions.  

This was accomplished via two questionnaires, the first randomly paired each nudge with an illustration of how the 

technique could be applied to either a politically conservative or liberal policy goal. The second used a politically 

unnatural illustration paired with either a prominent liberal or conservative policy sponsor. 

As expected liberal respondents reported greater acceptance of the general use of policy nudges when illustrated 

by liberal (as opposed to conservative) and conservative respondents reported greater acceptance when nudges 

were illustrated by conservative (as opposed to liberal). Additionally, liberal participants were more likely to find 

nudges unacceptable when informed that the Bush administration (as opposed to the Obama administration) was 

in support, in conservatives the reverse was found. 

2.4. Gaps in The Research  

With the prior research in mind there are a few details worthy of discussion relating to existing gaps and 
limitations. 
 
The first gap is found in the absence of diversity in methodology across researchers, thus presenting an inability to 
explore multi-method triangulation via meta-data analysis. Triangulation is described as “the combination of 
mythologies in the study of the same phenomenon” (Denzin 1978:291).  
The first gap is found in the absence of diversity in methodology across researchers, thus presenting an inability to 
explore multi-method triangulation via meta-data analysis. Triangulation is described as “the combination of 
mythologies in the study of the same phenomenon” (Denzin 1978, p291).  
It is Bouchard’s belief that the use of more than one method in the validation process “enhances our belief that 
the results are valid and not a methodological artifact" (Bouchard, 1976, p268). 
Over the course of the last century many researches have advocated for the integration of surveys and fieldwork 
(Vidich, 1955; Reiss, 1968; McCall, 1969; Spindler, 1970; Diesing, 1971; Sieber, 1973). 
 
The use of SAQ questions such as “Do you approve or disapprove of the following hypothetical policy?” (Sunstein 

2016c) creates a dataset of an artificial nature. That is to say that the results are ‘non-natural’ (not naturally 

occurring) as they have been collected via surveys (Potter 2004) and such data would not exist apart from the 

researcher’s intervention’ (Silverman, 2006). 

Artificial survey environments typically exist absent of ‘literal context’ which refers to what is “with” the “text” as 

in what occurs before and after the written stance (Wood & Kroge, 2000). In regard to nudge theory studies this 

refers to respondent’s knowledge and experience of nudges prior to the experiment, and opinion alteration post 

survey whilst conversing with others.  

Post survey participants may be subject to attitude change via ‘added information’ or what is known as Fishbein & 

Ajzen’s Acceptance-Yielding-Impact Model (1981), this where a source presents a framed message with new 

information supporting their stance and individuals may-or-may-not yield and agree. For example, a quote from an 

expert saying tooth-brushing three times a day is bad for you (McGuire & Papageorgis, 1961) or the knowledge 

that Justin Bieber wrote that he wished Ann Frank would have been his fan is she were still alive (Fishbein & Ajzen, 

1981). 

If a change in a person’s underlying beliefs is achieved, one may additionally change their attitudes towards a 

product or concept.  
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Another gap is that of the presence of partisan nudge bias in the media, additionally the idea of the media as an 

influencer in its own right has also not yet been explored.   

In Jung and Meller’s work the framing of descriptors where intentionally made neutral in regards to researcher’s 

opinions, so as to focus solely on the impacts of gain and loss frames. To date there is no research analyzing the 

effects of “frames which represent alternative valencing of information (e.g putting information in either a positive 

or negative light, or valence framing)” (Hallahan, 1999). Where the media is concerned ‘Frame setting’ may alter 

perceptions. Frame setting implies that journalists mostly frame their coverage in line with their personal 

interpretations of what an issue, this occurs when assembling bits of information into news stories. In its mildest 

form this may be the shorten the statements taken from relevant individuals, thereby selecting aspects of ‘reality’ 

and making them more salient. Fishman (1997) and Tuchman (1978) believe that even the most ‘objective’ or 

‘neutral’ journalism will inevitably contribute to the social construct of reality.  

Jung and Meller Gain/Loss descriptions also present how the hypothetical policy nudges would be “designed” to 

work in practice, to have a positive impact on the individual/ society. At no time do they actively encourage 

participants to question side effects, strategy effectiveness or ethics.  This subtle positive slant is evident in the 

consistent use of the word “help” throughout their descriptions.  
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3. Methodology 

This section will explain the decision making process for the selected methodology, when seeking to answer the 

questions ‘can online media-outlet comment sections be utilized as a medium for understanding public opinion 

regarding nudge theory?’ and if so ‘can we discover whether or not media outlets are acting as influencers?’   

The study was designed to test the assumption that these possibilities may be a reality.  

The selected methodology was that of a qualitative ethnographic nature taking a direct observation approach in 

the form of unobtrusive Internet-mediated research (IMR). 

The study itself will involve the use of a case study (a current news story in the media on the future 

Implementation of a nudge theory based study.) Initially key articles of interest will be identified, said articles will 

then undergo a rigorous framing analysis. Comments left in response to the articles and subsequent conversations 

stemming from them will also be collected, these will undergo a separate thematic analysis. 

The framing analysis will consist of three main parts the first is that of an observation of ‘frame setting’, the second 

involves the coding of (Positive, Neutral and Negative) frames following the methodology of Pellicano and Gross 

and finally the presents of gains and loss were also counted.  

3.1. Qualitative Analysis  

Qualitative research is ideal for ‘Capturing the individual’s point of view’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) and gaining an 

understanding of why or how phenomena occur in terms of context-specific descriptions (Douglas 2008). 

“Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3), 

Interpretations made “at a particular point in time and in a particular context” (Merriam, 2002 p. 4). 

This method therefore aims to address the gap relating to the current reliance on artificial survey environments.  

3.2. Case Studies  

According to Creswell (2007) a case study is one of the five types of research strategy, the other main approaches 

listed are narrative, phenomenology, grounded theory and ethnography.  

Case studies can be used in different ways, for this particular study one of Stakes three types of case studies, will 

be conducted in which “The instrumental case study is chosen to provide insight into a more general 

phenomenon” (stake,2005). In this case the general phenomenon was whether or not media-outlet comment 

sections could provide valuable information on public opinions.  

Stake (2005) also identifies a set of responsibilities researchers should follow when conducting case studies:  

• Bounding the case, conceptualizing the object of study  

• Selecting phenomena, themes, or issues (i.e., the research questions to emphasize)  

• Seeking patterns of data to develop the issues  

• Triangulating key observations and bases of interpretation  

• Selecting alternative interpretations to pursue  
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• Developing assertions or generalizations about the case. 

At a later stage in the essay the selected case will be discussed in depth. 

3.2.1. The Selected Case Study 

Earlier in the year, scientist at Oxford University teamed up with the UK based supermarket Sainsbury’s to 

encourage consumers to purchase healthier meat-free food alternatives, which have lesser environmental impacts 

(McArdle, 2017). 

The team’s ongoing research involves the placement of vegetarian and vegan items alongside their meat 

counterparts as well as rewarding vegetable purchases with loyalty points (McKie, 2017).  

This study was chosen as the appropriate candidate to use as a case study as reducing meat consumption was 

previously recognized as an ‘exceptors’ a behaviour not up for discussion. This factor will likely provoke a reaction 

in readers, and lead to a higher percentage of comments. 

This section will now briefly discuss the team’s professional backgrounds so as to critically understand who the 

news articles are reporting on and what values their research truly embodies. In Order to compare and contrast 

the truth with published content, with the knowledge that authors have a limited time frame to accurately report 

on the stories which they cover. 

The research project will be led in part by Professor Charles Godfray, as a population biologist, Godfray is known 

for his interest in Malthusian pessimism. This is so named after Thomas Malthus an English economist who in 

(1798) predicted that food demand would inevitably exceed the human capability to supply said demand, due to 

population growth and limited agricultural land. It was Malthus’s belief that population growth would grow 

exponentially in the absence of war, famines and epidemics. Even though this has recently been shown not to be 

the case, as for the first time in millennia the rate of growth is on the decline. With the increase of in wealth, well-

being and access to education and reproductive health care his prediction still holds some merit. As with the 

increase in wealth comes a transition – ‘the nutritional transition’, as incomes rise, the amounts of meat and fruit 

increase, food types that require more resources for their production. “Today a majority of meat is produced from 

animals that are fed grains and soya proteins which directly compete with crops fed to humans, thus eating more 

meat increases the demand for pasture land” (Godfray,2014). 

The other project leader is Professor Susan Jebb a diet and population health nutritionist, primarily focused on 

“how what we eat affects the risk of gaining weight or becoming obese” (Oxford, 2017), and by extension aspects 

such as how “diet is the leading risk factor for ill health in the UK and for many other developed countries” (Jebb, 

2016). Jebb takes the ‘Global Burden of Decease Study’ (See Appendix 1) very seriously when it comes to dietary 

risks, blood pressure, body mass index and high cholesterol and wishes to do something about it. Believing we 

could save 33,157 lives from premature deaths a year just by altering the way we consume fruit & veg, fibre, fats 

and salt (See Appendix 2), (Jebb, 2016). Like Godfray, Jebb isn’t an ambassador for vegetarianism, rather she 

recognising the benefits of replacing a percentage of meat consumption with fruit and vegetables. Showing a 

desire to influence individuals to, at the bare minimum meet the recommendations put forth by the Eat Well Plate, 

by altering the amount of food consumed from each food group (See Appendix 3). Referencing several studies 

which demonstrate how these types of dietary changes have had positive outcomes. For example, the DASH diet 

which involved increasing the fruit and veg intake and reducing the daily salt intake to 3g, was shown to lower 

blood pressure. As well as another study involving cutting down fat and eating more fiber which has been seen to 

half the amount of prediabetes developing full type 2 diabetes (Jebb, 2016). Additionally, she is also a believer in 

the widely held belief that ‘prevention is better than cure’, and believes nudges are an important part of 

accomplishing preventative behavioural action. Arguing in accordance with Sunstein’s own believes, that when it 
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comes to type 1 nudges and the removal of autonomy, we can justify usage by the magnitude of the risk, the 

likelihood of policy effectiveness and the failure of less intrusive policies (Jebb, 2015). 

 

A list of the selected articles may be found in (Table 4). 

The Guardian 
All Change In the Aisles to Entice Us to Eat More Veg. 
Hosting: 367 comments & 8,812 shares. 
https://goo.gl/oq14TF 

Care2 
UK Supermarkets Are Shaking Up the Aisles to Encourage More Veggie Consumption. 
Hosting: 156 comments & 77 Shares.  
https://goo.gl/47od1q  

Mail Online 

Sainsbury's Plans to Rearrange Its Supermarket Aisles to Encourage Shoppers to Eat 
More Vegetables and Less Meat. 
Hosting: 688 comments & 6.5K shares. 
https://goo.gl/5X2i9B 

The Huff Post 
Supermarkets Switch Up Aisles To Encourage Meat-Eaters To Buy More Veg. 
Hosting: 3 comments (number of shares unspecified). 
https://goo.gl/79rGZY  

The Herald 
Scientists Trial Supermarket Shake-Up to Cut Meat Consumption - and Boost Veg.  
Hosting: 5 comments (number of shares unspecified). 
https://goo.gl/vTuSjP 

Gizmodo 
Sainsbury's Experiment Tries to Wean Us Off Meat. 
https://goo.gl/kRDvxj  
Hosting: 18 comments & 0 shares. 

The Mirror 

Supermarkets Have Come Up With A Cunning Plan To Get Meat Eaters To Eat More 
Vegetables. 
Hosting: 2 comments (number of shares unspecified). 
https://goo.gl/MbJaki 

Table 4 – List of Selected Articles 

 
The process by which articles were identified was to search key words and phrases on google. All selected articles 

have been uploaded during the 22nd and 24th of January. 

3.3.  Direct Observation 

In 1998 Punch explained direct observation as occurring when the observer is an outsider. As he puts it, “observers 

neither manipulate nor stimulate the behaviour of those whom they are observing…The situation being observed 

is not contrived for research purposes” (Punch, 1998, p. 185). 

https://goo.gl/oq14TF
https://goo.gl/47od1q
https://goo.gl/5X2i9B
https://goo.gl/79rGZY
https://goo.gl/vTuSjP
https://goo.gl/kRDvxj
https://goo.gl/MbJaki
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Due to the broad continuum of possible observation protocols, Patton’s six dimensions of observation have been 

provided to demonstrate how this particular study will be laid out.  

Each of these dimensions is a continuum, ranges between the two extremes listed (Patton. 2002, P.277): 

 

• Role of the observer: full participant to spectator  

- A Spector role was taken.  

• Perspective: insider to outsider.  

- A fully outsider perceptive occurred where no direct interaction took place. 

• Who conducts the inquiry: professionals to people in the setting being studied. 

- One researcher conducted the data analysis, no individuals from the setting being studied will be 

contacted or involved moving forward.   

• Disclosure of the observer’s role: full disclosure to no disclosure  

- No disclosure will be given.  

• Duration of observations: short, single observation to long-term, multiple observations 

- A single observation analysis was conducted.  

 • Focus: single element to holistic view of the setting. 

- A middle ground approach learning towards a less holistic view. 

 

This distanced approach further extends the natural raw aspect of the data. 

Finally, it must be highlighted that a semi-structured observational technique was opted for combining elements of 

both structured and unstructured observational strategies. in a structured observation specific categories of 

behaviour are identified ahead of time, the researcher then identifies whether or not these behaviours occur. In 

contrast, in an unstructured observation everything that occurs is recorded, then the subsequent analysis of the 

data creates meaning from what occurred (Douglas, 2008). 

3.4. What Is Non-Reactive/Unobtrusive: Internet-Mediated Research (IMR) 

Internet-mediated research (IMR) “can be broadly defined as any research involving the remote acquisition of data 

from or about human participants using the internet and its associated technologies” (Hewson et al, 2013). 

Non-reactive  or unobtrusive (IMR) is “data about individuals is collected unobtrusively (e.g. analyses of ‘found 

text’ in blogs, discussion forums or other online spaces)” (Hewson et al. 2011). In unobtrusive observations, “The 

participants are unaware that they are being observed” (Angrosino, 2005 p.732). 

The internet provides platforms that facilitate research practice–first, there is a wealth of easily accessible data 

that may be effortlessly collated (Wu, Sun, & Tan, 2013) This study seeks to explore this platform for the first time 

when it comes to the publics opinions towards nudge theory.  
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3.5. Thematic Analysis  

To analyze the comment section a thematic analysis was selected due to the complexity of the discursive 

interactions and their tendency to migrate from the relevant topic. The purpose of this analysis was to observe the 

articles direct impact on audience’s attitudes, as is the aim of second part of the research question.   

 

In addition to this, recent research suggests that, comment sections on their own hold the power to skew a 

reader's perception of a story. This has led to sites such as popular science to disable their comment sections 

entirely. One of the studies referenced in the site’s decision was that of Brossard’s 2013 study in which her team 

asked 1,183 American’s to read a fake blog post from a Canadian newspaper before filling out a survey on whether 

or not they were in support or wary of the subject. The post was constructed to be balanced on the pros and cons 

of nanotechnology.  Along with the blog post participants were given one of eight manipulations that varied by 

“user” comments under the post. These comments were either civil comments or epithet- and insult-laden 

comments ("If you don't see the benefits of using nanotechnology in these kinds of products, you're an idiot".) The 

study found that “people that were exposed to the polite comments didn't change their views really about the 

issue covering the story” whereas those who saw the uncivil comments became polarized specifically those against 

the technology (Brossard et al, 2013).  

 

At its core a thematic analysis is technique whereby patterns (themes) are identified within datasets (Braun & 

Clark, 2006). Said themes are attributes, descriptors, elements, and concepts (Ayres, 2003) which assist in the task 

of answering the proposed research question (Ryan 2003). 

Themes may appear in data sets in two forms they may ‘manifest’ as directly observable terms such as the word 

“boycott”, alternatively they may appear on a more ‘latent’ level such as language of an implicate nature “There 

are other supermarkets where we can go” (Marks & Yardley, 2004). 

In this study both deductive and inductive coding has been used, deductive coding is where coded themes are 

drawn from existing theoretical ideas, whereas in inductive coding the codes emerge from raw information (Marks 

& Yardley, 2004). 

The flexibility of the method allows it to be used as both inductive and deductive (Frith and Gleeson 2004 & Hayes 

1997). 

The main themes where all rooted in deductive reasoning: 

 

The first three codes ‘Environmental’, ‘Health’ and ‘Veganism’ (relating to animal welfare) where selected in 

reference to the particular case study in hand.  These were chosen as a result of a study conducted on 191 meat-

free Europeans in 2013, in the study when asked “why do you not eat meat?” 60% said health reasons, 59% said 

because it is no longer environmental suitable, 35% said ethical reasons and around 2% stated religious reasons 

(Slow Food, 2013). It is therefore believed that these aspects of interest would feature heavily in the comment 

sections.  

The grouping tilted ‘Approval of Study’ was based on the aforementioned prior research, in which participants 

were asked to directly express their opinions towards the described, hypothetical nudges applications. The 

presence of this factor in the results would aid as an indicator as to whether or not the comment section could act 

an informational source on public opinion.  

The remaining codes ‘Methodological Evaluation (Part A) Side Effects & Unintentional Outcomes’ and ‘Part B) 

Efficiency of Study’, ‘Choice’ and ‘Brand Criticism’ were based on the criticisms of nudge theory as highlighted by 

experts.  

 

Each of the main themes consisted of subthemes or subdivisions it is believed that these subthemes can be used to 
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obtain a more comprehensive view of data and uncover a patterns in the participants’ account (Lopez, 2004, & 

Morse 2008) It is in these subthemes where a more inductive approach has been taken. 

A detailed list of the Subthemes which have been used in this study can be found below (Table 5). 

 

 

Main theme  Subthemes  

Environmental  Alternative methods to reduce climate change 
(wonky veg etc.). 

 Eating less meat will help the environment. 

 Eating less meat will not help the 
environment. 

 Eating less meat will make the environmental 
problem worse. 

Health  Need to increase home cooking. 

 Need to decrease processed food 
consumption. 

 The optimal diet is omnivorous/ it’s ok as 
is/everything in moderation. 

 Eating more vegetables is less healthy. 

 Eating more vegetables is healthier. 

 Eating less meat is healthier. 

 Eating less meat is less healthy. 

Veganism (Animal Welfare)  Pro Veganism  

 Con Veganism  

Methodological Evaluation (Part A) 
Side Effects & Unintentional Outcomes 

 How it effects vegans /vegetarians. 

 Increased purchasing of out of season 
vegetables. 

 Switching to processed alternatives isn't 
healthy. 

 Vegan/vegetarian not wishing to go into the 
meat aisle. 

 More choices for existing vegans/vegetarians. 

Methodological Evaluation (Part B) 
Efficiency of study. 

 Vouchers/points don't work. 

 Vouchers/points do work. 

 People won't be changed (e.g. taste reasons) 

Choice   Increased ease of choice. 

 Choice restriction (manipulation). 

Approval of Study   Approval  

 Strong Approval  

 Disapproval  

 Strong Disapproval  

Brand Criticism.  Desire to boycott Sainsbury's. 

 Super market ulterior motive 

 Researcher bias. 
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For the purpose of transparency, a collection of examples of coded content have been included: 

 

Codes Example Quotes 

Alternative methods to reduce 
climate change (wonky veg etc.) 

“Sainsbury’s has got bad publicity in UK for rejecting 'wonky veg' the 
slightly out of shape parsnips, carrots, mushrooms etc. The farmers 
can't do anything with these usually and have to plough them back in to 
the soil, risking disease. “ 
“BRING BACK THE BROWN PAPER SHOPPING BAGS” 
“it is ridiculous to grow an entire cow just to supply about 10% of it in 
choice cuts.” 

Eating less meat will help the 
environment. 

“It is really challenging to understand the point of eating lots of meat 
when it is self-harming and contributes to the destruction of the planet 
for everyone else.” 

Eating less meat will not help the 
environment 

“I've nothing against vegetarianism or veganism, but I resent being told 
it's better for me or the planet.” 

Eating less meat will make the 
environmental problem worse. 

"eating less meat could reduce global mortality by 6-10%” 
“Thus causing a huge food shortage to feed all those people who didn't 
die. Has anyone thought about that?” 

Need to increase home cooking  “Cooking skills are the missing link.” 

Need to decrease processed food 
consumption. 

“Meat isn't the issue, processed foods full of rubbish and sugar are” 
“It's not the meat people eat that's the problem. It's all the sweets 
crisps cakes biscuits and all the other processed rubbish Sainsbury’s 
sell.” 

The optimal diet is 
paleo/carnivore  

“Humans are carnivores so are therefore designed to eat meat” 
“Good concept but it won't deter the carnivores out there as they NEED 
that meat.. ugh...” 

The optimal diet is omnivorous/ 
as is/moderation/ no change 
necessary. 

“I am perfectly capable of cooking a balanced, nourishing and healthy 
meal without being preached to by a commercial company”. 

The optimal diet is vegetarian/ 
vegan 

“sit yourself down and watch Vegucated and then Forks Over 
Knives...then have a think about a balanced diet.”  

Eating more vegetables is less 
healthy 

“now attempting to discourage people from having a balanced diet!!” 

Eating more vegetables is 
healthier 

“Everyone can benefit from eating more fresh fruits and vegetables.” 

Eating less meat is more healthy “encouraging people to eat more veg & less meat , a win for health” 

Eating less meat is less healthy  
“most would just load up on bread and pasta if eating less meat and not 
get any nutrition from veg/meat.” 

Increased purchasing of out of 
season vegetables 

“And so in January, what is the carbon footprint of all those fresh 
vegetables flown in from the Southern Hemisphere?” 

Switching to processed 
alternatives isn't healthy 

“It appears that they want to shift more pre-packaged, over-processed 
vegetarian products rather than promote an increase in consumption of 
fruit and vegetables.” 
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“That's great and all but often the alternatives are starch based crap, 
laced with sugar to make them taste nice.” 

Buying more veg means buying 
more packaging (plastic) 

“do away with ALL VEG: and FRUIT PACKAGING” 

Vegan/vegetarian not wishing to 
go into the meat aisle 

“I have been a vegetarian for many years and avoid going down meat 
aisles, so if I had to get vegetarian options I would go elsewhere.” 

Vouchers/points do work  “I amassed £180 worth of Nectar points last year, that's 36,000 points.” 

Vouchers/points don’t work 

“If Sainsbury’s start giving vouchers for buying vegetarian food IE- 
Vegetables then that's what I will buy from Sainsbury’s then go to a 
decent butcher for my meat.” 
“I’ll rush there for my spinach and get 1/2p on my nectar card.” 

People won't be changed 
(includes taste reasons) 

“Cos' thats what people do. They think I'll have a steak tonight or a 
sausage casserole, see a cauliflower and bingo best evening ever 
munching on green crud and living in herbivore nirvana”. 

Current vegetable shortage in UK 
“Perhaps they ought to wait until they can fill the shelves with veg. Bit 
of a shortage, right now, of courgettes, aubergines, and the like.” 

Cost is a disincentive 

“I don't know how they expect to wean people off over-consumption of 
meat and under-consumption of fruit and vegetables when you can get 
a big bag of frozen chicken breasts for about £8 and a small snack-sized 
punnet of fruit costs £3.50.” 

Personal statement of wishing to 
change 

“More veggie less meat I am all for it...AND I love meat!” 

Personal statement of wishing 
NOT to change 

“Just for that I will make a point of buying more meat than veg from 
now on” 

Preference for Informational 
nudges 

“It's hard to break habits. Educating the children and encouraging 
adults to be good examples, I think, is the key to change.” 

Similar methods have already 
been tried and failed 

“So they'll be moving the veg to the front of the store? Oh, it's already 
there...” 

Recipes do work 

“It would be really welcome to see recipes on display using 5 
ingredients or less to make them more accessible to the busy shopper.” 
“There are so many wonderful recipes out there just waiting to be 
tried!” 

Recipes don't work  “just a small minority would even bother looking at any free recipes.” 

Increased ease of choice. 

“This is the kind of intervention we need: changing the environment to 
make the healthier and more ethical option the easier option. 
Individual behaviour change can work, but making the better option the 
easy option is probably going to be much more effective.” 

Choice restriction (manipulation) 

“You can save the world if you let your lords and masters manipulate 
you into following a specific diet!” 
“How dare they try to dictate what we eat”. 
“NannyMart”. 
“I will not be 'socially engineered' “ 

Approval “good to hear”. “Common sense at last.” 
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Strong approval 

Excellent! Excellent to know that Sainsbury's supports the move 
towards a meat-free society, and is doing its part to battle climate 
change”. 
 

Disapproval  
“My suggestion to Sainsbury's would be just concentrate on selling 
what customers need”. 

Strong disapproval 
“Waste of time and effort, people are not sheep to be herded round or 
indoctrinated so easily”. 
“Never heard anything so ridiculous very patronizing”. 

Desire to boycott Sainsbury's  

“There are other supermarkets where we can go if you persist in mad 
ideas like this!” 
“I've been a Sainsbury’s shopper for years, but am about to boycott 
them.” 

Super market ulterior motives “And put up veg prices in the process.” 

Researcher bias  The first question I ask myself are the researchers vegans? 

Table 5 – Example Quotes collected from Comment sections 
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3.6. Framing Analysis  

The frame analysis which has been conducted has been design in accordance with the aforementioned definition 
of ‘Frames’. This definition has been highlighted as ‘Framing Analysis’ research is still growing as a field therefore 
scholars often disagree as to the application of framing as well as a proper methodology (Scheufele, 2004).  Some 
scholars utilise qualitative methods and others approach it with quantitative methods, some use a discourse 
analysis and others utilize an empirical analysis. In this particular instance a more qualitative and interpretive 
approach will be taken, similarly to Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which looks for key themes within 
text. However, framing analysis differs from thematic analysis in one crucial way, it also seeks to show how cultural 
themes shape our understanding, this makes it perfect for answering the second research question this study 
attempts to answer. 

   
The methodology used can be broken down into five steps, these are as follows:  
 

1. Following Bryman’s advice, an initial read through of the text as a whole occurred prior to note taking 
(Bryman, 2011). 
 

2. On the second read through rough initial code creation took place, in which repetitious outliers were 
highlighted (Ryan & Bernard 2003), a rough code is defined as “the most basic segment, or element, of 
the raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon” 
(Boyatzis, 1998 pp63). 

The rough codes were finalized into the following codes (See Table 6). 
 

Code Example Quote  

Study Methodology  “giving vouchers and loyalty points to shoppers 
who choose vegetarian products”. 

Down playing 
professionalism/knowledge 

“Funded by pharma giant Wellcome” 

Playing UP professionalism/knowledge “One of the most influential…” 

Scientific Justification  “Cattle and sheep are responsible for a significant 
proportion of these emissions.” 

Certainty  “Eating more veggies and fruit and less red meat 
has been shown repeatedly to benefit both 
people’s health and the environment.” 

Indecisive language  “could reduce global mortality by 6 to 10 percent.” 

Patronizing Language  “heed this advice” 

Persuasion  “in an attempt to persuade shoppers to eat less 
meat”. 

Choice Restriction  “subject of an experiment” 

Greater Choice  “Shoppers can now choose from a much greater 
variety of produce.” 

Veganism  “Supermarkets and high street food chains, from 
Pret a Manger to Zizzi and Leon, are also now 
offering vegan dishes.” 

Direct Quote “Nutritionists, political economists and 
epidemiologists at Oxford will study how animal 
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foods affect health and the environment and they 
will then work with Sainsbury’s to present those 
findings in ways people can understand.” 

Table 6– Framing Analysis codes 

A count was also conducted on the number of times these key words and phrases were 
mentioned: 

• Oxford  
• Sainsbury’s  
• Wellcome Trust  
• Meat  
• Fruit or Veg 
• Vegetarian or Vegan 
• Choice/choose etc 
• Names of relevant individuals  
• Links 
• Costs 
• Red or Processed Meats 

 
3. The content was read through a third time, noting the inclusion or omission of facts to identify any signs 

of frame setting. To align with Entman’s believes that framing starts with “selecting and highlighting some 
features of reality while omitting others” and that frames are “manifested by the presence or absence of 
certain key words” (Entman, 1991, p. 52-53). 
 
Codes were based on the presents of information discussed previously in the ‘Selected Case Study’ (3:2:1), 
and given a Y/N (yes/no) rating.  
 

Codes 
Researcher backgrounds 

Mention of population growth. 

Limited agricultural land. 

What farm animals eat. 

‘The nutritional transition’ 

Weight gain, obesity, body mass index 

Blood pressure 

Fibre  

Fats and salts 

Researchers not being ambassadors for 
vegetarianism. 

The DASH diet  

Diabetes. 

 
 

4. On the forth read through the presences of (Positive and Negative) framing was considered. Following the 
methodology of Pellicano and Gross’s 2007 research into the framing of newspapers surrounding the 
topic assisted suicide. In their study frames were classified into these three categories. Positive (pro-
removal claim) described news reports that depicted the removal of Schiavo‘s feeding tube in a good 
light, e.g. stressing the individual’s right to choose when to end one’s life.  Neutral included news reports 
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that demonstrated both a positive and negative stance toward the removal of Schiavo‘s feeding tube. And 
Negative (against removal claim) described news reports that depicted the removal of Schiavo‘s feeding 
tube in a bad light e.g. stressing the pro-life sentiment. (Pellicano and Gross, 2008, p. 29). 
In this Study this method was used to determine whether articles presented the implementation of the 
oxfords experiment as a positive or negative situation.  
 

5. On the Final read through a re-examination of Loss/Gain framing took place with a nuanced 
approach, featuring the inclusion of concepts highlighted in a recent by MacDonnell in 2011.  
Across three studies White’s team looked at what conditions made loss and gain framing 
messages most effective. In the first of these studies tailored persuasive messages on recycling 
were given to residents. This study demonstrated how “loss frames are more efficient when 
paired with low-level, concrete mind-sets, whereas gain frames are more effective when paired 
with high-level, abstract mind-sets” (White, 2011). This effect was also observed to persist over 
a significant time span. Concrete mind-sets were defined by detail focused thinking about “how” 
people might go about the task of recycling, Whereas Abstract mind-sets were defined as more 
general thoughts about the reasons “why” one might justify doing the task (White, 2012).  
The rational for this pairing being that gain frames put the individual into an abstract mind-set 
and loss frames put them into a concrete mind-set. Based on Labroo and Patrick (2009) findings 
that positive moods lead to more abstract construals (interpretations of the world), while 
negative moods lead to more concrete construals. White believed that the loss framing (in the 
negative consequences of the behaviour if not undertaken) versus the Gain framing (benefits 
reaped from the gain) would be enough to cause this effect. The variations between tailored 
messages effectiveness on behaviour change can be seen in (Appendix 4). 
In this study articles will be coded for all four relevant potential triggers, so as to understand 
how gain frames and loss frames have been paired with why or how messages. This will be used 
in combination with the analysis executed on the comment section. 
 

3.7. Research Limitations 

“Limitations are important to understand for placing research findings in context, interpreting the validity of the 

scientific work, and ascribing a credibility level to the conclusions of published research” (Epidemiol, 2007 P1). 

To start with limitations in the thematic analysis will be reflected upon.  The first such consideration is that ‘troll’ 

comments, Cambira describes these comments as “the exploitation of the anonymity of the Web to post 

inammatory and outrageous messages to provoke a desire d emotional response” (Cambira, 2010). He also goes 

on talk about how these comments are used as bait on unsuspecting readers and may contain untrustworthy 

statements and opinions.  

It is therefore paramount that considering is taken regarding their potential presence, thus two theories have been 

reviewed, the causal theory of knowledge along with Realiablism. 

Alvin Goldman’s causal theory suggests that to know a fact is to have a belief caused by that very fact, for example 

‘the fact that there is a barn in front of you, lead you to believe there is a barn in front of you’. However, as 

Goldman himself points a fatal flaw in this way of thinking about how we understand knowledge, as whether you 

know something might depend on environmental factors which might never have any impact on your causal belief.  

For example, if you happen to see the real barn while driving through fake barn county, you cannot really know for 

sure if you what you are looking at truly is a barn or if it is in fact one of the many fake barn facades, wooden 

structures which merely look like barns (Pynn, 2016). 
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Realiablism addresses this with the core idea that a person has knowledge if and only if they have a true belief 

formed by a reliable process. A reliable belief forming process doesn’t need to be 100% accurate it just needs to be 

likely to deliver the truth (Pynn, 2016). 

In the case of fake comments, I can’t know for sure that the comments I have identified as genuine are the true 

beliefs and reactions expressed in response to the articles.  

Continuing on from this observation CMC (Computer Mediated Communication) as a whole must also be 

discussed.  

CMC unlike FTF (face-to-face) communication lacks non-verbal cues, the absence of said cues (both visual and 

audible) in online text can result in misunderstanding and misinterpretation (Hightower et al 1997, Sarbaugh-

Thompson & Feldman, 1998; Kiesler, 1984). 

The second limitation to be reflected upon is in relation to the duration time readers spend on a selected article 

before commenting. The Guardian receives an average visit duration of 2:31 minutes, Gizmodo receives 2:14 and 

Care2 only manages to pull in 1:40 minutes (SmilarWeb, 2017) However these numbers don’t really tell the full 

story as they contain information on those who may have merely clicked on to the page accidentally and promptly 

left. We do however know that there is an acknowledged issue in tendency for individuals to not read articles the 

full way through. As companies such as ‘NRKbeta’ the Norwegian public broadcaster has gone to such extremes as 

to implement quizzes before individuals are granted commenting access to address this issue (O’Reilly, 2017).  

In short although a framing analysis can help us understand how nudge theory is being presented to the general 

public, we cannot know for certain which aspects of articles are influencing commenters. 

 

3.8. Ethics  

In the case of both individuals commenting in comment sections and news article authors, anonymity will be 
practiced to minimise confidentiality risks.  
However, even if comments and authors are anonymised the risk that publicly accessible data can be re-identified 
remains, as by simply searching for the quote/title, the author may be found (Wolfinger, 2016). 
 
Readers of this study may take it upon themselves to seek out individuals, in a negative manner, possibly 
jeopardising safety and privacy. However, as website user accounts are not typically visibly tied directly to social 
media (e.g. Facebook) risk is low. 
Authors of news articles and news organisation may experience mild reputational damage if it is perceived that 
they are intentionally attempting to deter people from choosing a healthier lifestyle. However public exposure to 
the study’s findings are very unlikely. 
 
Should a commenter discover the study, withdrawal procedures will allow participants to act on their rights to 
withdraw data, in regards to direct quotation, paraphrasing will be utilised to fill the void (Hewson et al. 2011). 
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4. Findings 

The following portion of this essay has been broken down into to subsection the first will focus on the 

findings acquired as a result of the thematic analysis on the comment sections, the second will look at 

the results from the framing analysis conducted on the articles. 

4.1. Thematic Analysis  

To begin with let us recap the research objectives depicted in the research questions:  

‘can online media-outlet comment sections be utilized as a medium for understanding public opinion 

regarding nudge theory?’ and if so ‘can we discover whether or not media outlets are acting as 

influencers?’   

Let us first attempt to answer the initial question. 

Of the seven articles reviewed not all the comments were relevant to the topic at hand this lead a large 

portion being discarded, of the Guardian’s visible 367 comments, 170 comments were coded, for Mail 

Online 688 comments were reduced to 269 coded comments, Care2 dropped from 156 comments to 41 

comments and Gizmodo lost 8 out of 18 comments. The remaining 3 articles had all of visible comments 

coded HuffPost with 3 The herald with 5 and The mirror with 2.  Overall out of a possible 1,239 

comments only 500 held usable data, greatly reducing the researcher’s ability to draw conclusions on 

public opinion. Within these 500 ‘comments’ 377 are ‘true comments’ in redirect response to the article, 

the remaining 123 were made in response to previously posted ‘true comments’.  

The analysis of the remaining 500 comments/replies combined outlined that the majority of the users 

focused their attention within Methodological Evaluation specifically on the Efficiency of study (194 

comments, 40% of the total number of comments coded). Most of the users that left comments within 

this category showed skepticism towards diet changes.  

For example, users made personal statements of not willing to change (54 comments) or general doubts 

regarding the general public’s desire change (e.g. for tasting reasons - 45 comments); additionally, cost 

was another driver seen as a disincentive to change towards healthier diets (36 comments). 

The second highest point of focus was that of Health (139 comments). In particular, users were 

conscious of to the need to decrease the consumption of processed food (47 comments) and also the 

health benefits/costs of eating more or less; meat and vegetables (58 comments). Users seem to be 

equally split between how eating less meat may affect one’s health, but in general it is recognized that 

the consumption of more vegetables is healthier. 

The final high scoring Categories where that of Environmental discussions (108 comments) and opinion 

expressed towards Veganism (103 comments).  
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Fig 1 – Combined Count of Comments and Replies by Category -  All Articles 

When the combined data is broken down into the respective parts; comments (377) and replies (123), 

the visceral reaction to articles become much clearer to overserve with veganism and environmental 

topics featuring less predominantly in comments and more so in reply threads.  

Additionally, it becomes apparent that the three leading types of rely correlate with reasons people 

gave for going meat free in the FSA’s research.  

 

In relation to the prior research on comments leading to option shifts the general consensus when 

looking at the replies was that options on approval were much less up for debate than those 

surrounding environment, veganism and health. Although ‘replies’ were typically slightly more positive 

toward the dietary change and study this was likely due to arbiters of the theory seeking out naysayers. 

This positivist slant is also present in both ‘veganism’ and the ‘environmental’ categories. An important 

take away from this analysis this that the reply data is unclear when presented in its current form as too 

much context has been stripped from individual users on the website.  

As users have been coded individually and have been given a unique user number during the coding 

process the information on opinion change is still present in raw data, however due to time constrains 

the scope of this research had to be limited to the results presented. 
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Fig 2 – Count of Comments and Replies by Category - All Articles 

 

From this point onward all 123 replies have been removed from the analysis in an attempt to streamline the 

results and maintain greater clarity.  

 

The next step in the analysis was to narrow the field of view and look at the data’s distribution across each 

respective article source. Due to the low level of comments posted (small sample size) on multiple articles only the 

three high context sites will be discussed.  
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Fig 3 – Comment Counting (Categories) –Mail Online 

 

Fig 4 – Comment Counting (Categories) –Care2 

 

Fig 5 – Comment Counting (Categories) –The Guardian 
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The graphs above reveal that comments regarding efficacy, were mostly found among Mail Online reader, delving 

deeper into the subthemes there is a clear defiance reaction to the prospect of change with (46 comments) 

featuring personal statements of not wishing to change. This is particularly revealing when reviewing the same 

subtheme results from Care2 and the Guardian whose numbers combined add up to (6). Another subtheme of 

interest in this grouping is ‘people won’t change’ which was more prevalent in the responses of Mail Online 

readers (27 comments) compared to (11) of the remaining pair combined. The Mail Online also scored the highest 

for both ‘choice’ and ‘brand criticism’, in the ‘choice’ theme (34 comments) were concerned with ‘choice 

restriction (manipulation) factors, and in the ‘brand criticism’ theme (26 comments) showed desire to boycott 

Sainsbury’s, and (23 comments) surrounded questioning the supermarkets motives.  

A second observation of these three graphs reveals that the Care2 placed the most empathise on discussing 

approval of the study, a further analysis of the subthemes finds that all of the (18) coded comments were 

expressions of approval towards the study with (11 comments) showing strong approval.  

This varies greatly across articles, the Mail Online users were perceived as the most against the study with (8 

Disapproval comments and 32 Strong Disapproval, vs only 10 Approval and 2 Strong approval comments) while the 

Guardian users were more spilt on the issues with (11 comments) on the approval side and (7) on that of 

disapproval. 

Overall on most other topics comments from all three articles were very similar, opinions were consistently split on 

the morality of veganism and whether the implementation of such a strategy would affect health and the 

environment in a positive or negative way, showing greater interest in other solutions such as selling ‘wonky’ 

vegetables, going back to using paper bags and reducing the consumption of processed/junk foods.   

Reflecting on this data it is important to recognise a potential skew in the numbers, due to the absents of the many 

comments made which denied the existence of global warming entirely. These comments were frequently found 

on the Mail Online website, and were left out as they had the potential to be bait posted by trolls. 

An additional insight into the comments section was the ability to like and dislike posted comments, on the 

Guardian website commenters were given the opportunity to ‘like’ or ‘up vote’ comments which they agreed with, 

the Mail Online also had this feature with the counter option of also ‘disliking’ or ‘down voting’ which was not 

found on the Guardian.  

Due to this crucial difference the graphs depicted below must not be compared against one another.   

Both graphs display a blue bar (as the data appears without the inclusion of likes/dislikes) and a grey bar (as the 

data appears when each like is given +1 relevance and every dislike is given -1). 
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Fig 6 – Comparison Comments counting vs Like / Dislike weighting - The Guardian 

On the Guardian’s graph two visible spikes in ‘likes’ can be observed, the data reveals the ‘environmental’ spike to 

be as a result of the subtheme ‘Alt methods to reduce climate change’ with (14 comments) receiving (114) likes, 

the data also reveals that (4 comments) which stated diet as the subtheme ‘Vegan’ received (48) likes.    

 

Fig 7 – Comparison Comments counting vs Like / Dislike weighting – Mail Online 

When looking at the Mail Online Graph one can see that ‘Stated Dietary Choice’ is again experiences a spike when 

likes are factored in. The meaning behind this spike differs greatly, in this case likes were spread evenly across all 

diet types.  

0 50 100 150 200 250

Veganism

Stated Dietary choice

Methodological Evaluation (Part B)…

Methodological Evaluation (Part A)…

Health

Environmental

Choice

Brand criticism

Approval of Study

The Guardian

0 500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000 3500

Veganism

Stated Dietary choice

Methodological Evaluation (Part B)…

Methodological Evaluation (Part A)…

Health

Environmental

Choice

Brand criticism

Approval of Study

Mail Online



 
 

Trialing a New Methodology for The Analysis of Public Opinion Regarding Nudge Theory  

 

Charlotte Lincoln Page 28 of 51 

 

The second highest spike falls on ‘Efficiency of Study’ with comments in the subthemes ‘Cost disincentive’ and 

‘personal statements stating not wishing to change’ receiving the most likes. A similarity between the sites was the 

spike on ‘environmental’ is mostly on ‘alt methods to reduce climate change’ although in addition to this a lot of 

likes have been given to the subtheme ‘eating less meat will make environmental problems worse’. 

Finally the last spike was on ‘Choice’ showing how comments on the topic of ‘Choice Restriction (Manipulation)’ 

were favoured by readers.  

A limitation of this analysis is that comments are decontextualized, meaning a ‘like’ or ‘dislike’ might have not be 

due to the coded themes and subthemes the comment may instead receive a like due to a political twist or witty 

joke. 

Nevertheless this analysis is still important as individuals who reframe from direct comment section engagement 

may still express option in the passive form of a like/dislike.  
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4.2. Framing Analysis  

The results of the initial frame setting analysis have been presented below: 

Article Codes were where present  Additional Insight  

The Guardian  What farm animals eat. ‘huge amount of food’ but no insight into why this was a 
cause for concern. 

Researcher’s background  “Nutritionists, political economists and epidemiologists.” 

Fats and salts ‘saturated fats’ 

Care2  

Researcher’s background “Nutritionists, political economists and epidemiologists.” 

Fats and salts saturated fats 

What farm animals eat  “diverts water and grains to animal-rearing, which is less 
efficient than producing the grains for human consumption”. 

Researchers not being 
ambassadors for 
vegetarianism. 

“the team was not expecting, or wanting, everyone to go 
vegan.” 

Mail Online   

What farm animals eat  large tracts of land are used to grow crops to feed these 
cattle, pigs and chickens. 

Researchers not being 
ambassadors for 
vegetarianism. 

'We do not expect everybody to become vegan. 

The Huff Post 
 

 

Researchers not being 
ambassadors for 
vegetarianism. 

“We do not expect everybody to become vegan” 

The Herald   

Fats and salt saturated fats  

Gizmodo N/A 

The Mirror  

Researcher background Nutritionists, political economists and epidemiologists  

Table 7– Frame Analysis- Frame Setting  

Although the majority of the information did not appear in the articles it is believed that this was unintentional 

rather than deliberate frame setting in practice. Many of the articles showed attempts at adding other related 

information, for example the use of pesticides, fertilizers, fuel, and water in the rearing process and the connect 

between meat consumption and cardiovascular disease. More attention was also giving the Marco Springman’s 

background who was involved in the research’s inspiration process.  

This data alone isn’t enough, thus the next set of graphs has created to rectify this conundrum. 
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Fig 8– Article Framing Analysis - Frame Setting 1 

 

On Graph 1 bars represents how many sentences have been dedicated to each type of message. For example, the 

blue bar represents how many times the journalist has mentioned reasons why the researchers desire to conduct 

the study.  

The frequency and detail of this information may in fact act in the same way as a ‘type 2 nudge/ informational 

nudge’. 

It is during the process of assembling bits of information into news stories, that this potential for nudging occurs 

therefore this may be considered frame setting.  

It is interesting to note that Care2 has the highest frequency as earlier results found commenters on this article to 

be the most in approval. 

The graphs below delve a little deeper and serve as a visual representation of how sentence phrasing can 

drastically alter the picture readers may be exposed to. Subtle (or sometimes very apparent) differences may clue 

us in to the journalist’s personal views. 

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

Scientific justification/informational nudges Why framing (why you should change)

Study methodology Direct quote
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Fig 9– Article Framing Analysis - Frame Setting 2 

 

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

Down playing professionalism / knowledge Playing up professionalism / knowledge

Patronising language
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Fig 10– Article Framing Analysis - Frame Setting 3 

This next set of results was originally intended to mirror the work of Pellicano and Gross’s as mentioned 

previously. Displaying authors tendency to be either positive vs negative towards the implementation, this was 

later amended due to how intentionally detached authors were constructing articles (with the exception of 

Gizmodo). 

The new coding system below now acts as an extension of frame setting analysis, using a portion of the previously 

established codes laid out in the methodology section. Positive or Negative tags were given out accordingly, see 

below: 

Codes  Positive  vs Negative  

Persuasion (-) 

Choice restriction (-) 

Down playing professionalism / knowledge (-) 

Patronising language (-) 

Indecisive language (-) 

Playing up professionalism / knowledge (+) 

Greater choice opportunity (+) 

Gain Framing (+) 

Loss Framing (+) 

Scientific Justification/Informational nudge (+) 

Certain  (+) 

Table 8– Positive/Negative Code Pairing (Articles) 

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

Certain Indecisive language (may/could/potentially/in theory)



 
 

Trialing a New Methodology for The Analysis of Public Opinion Regarding Nudge Theory  

 

Charlotte Lincoln Page 33 of 51 

 

 

The results of this analysis reveal that overall articles the most popular articles don’t tend to vary too dramatically 

on how they portray the story, they all typically aired on the positive side averaging out at around 70%. 

 

Fig 11– Positive / Negative Distribution Across Articles 
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A similar technique was applied to the comment section, the coding for this goes as follows: 

Codes Positive  vs Negative 

Approval of Study 
-Approval  
-Strong Approval  

(+) 

Approval of Study 
-Disapproval  
-Strong Disapproval  

(-) 

Pro Veganism  (+) 

Con Veganism  (-) 

Health  
-Eating more vegetables is healthier  
-Eating less meat is healthier.  

(+) 

Health  
-Eating more vegetables is less healthy  
-Eating less meat is less healthy  

(-) 

Environmental 
-Eating less meat will help the environment  

(+) 

Environmental  
-Eating less meat will not help the environment  
-Eating less meat will make the problem worse. 

(-) 

Table 9– Positive/Negative Code Pairing (Comment Section) 

 

Looking at these results alone it would appear that articles may have very little to do with how people feel towards 

this particular research project. Comments may instead be influenced by prior commenters or outside influencers 

in general life. 

 

Fig 12– Positive / Negative Distribution Across Comment Sections 
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A few ppurely speculative reasons for this may be due to, the Mail Online’s how framing featuring a more 

controversial behavioural tend, referencing back to the earlier thematic analysis “Users seem to be equally split 

between how eating less meat may affect one’s health, but in general it is recognized that the consumption of 

more vegetables is healthier”. The Mail Online also referenced the word ‘meat’ much more frequently this may 

have reinforced a grainer sense of the loss of pleasure, tying back into Peatie’s reasons for why people not wishing 

to change (See Fig 14) Or the use of certain language displayed in the Care2 article (See Fig 15). 

 

Fig 13– Article Coding - How Framing 

 

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

More fruit and veg Less meat Helthier / Sustainable
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Fig 14– Article Coding – Food Reference 

 

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

Meat Vegetables/Fruit Vegetarian/Vegan Red / Processed / Intensive farmed meat
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Fig 15– Article Coding – Certainty Vs Indecisiveness 

 

 

 

 

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

Certain Indecisive language (may/could/potentially/in theory)



 
 

Trialing a New Methodology for The Analysis of Public Opinion Regarding Nudge Theory  

 

Charlotte Lincoln Page 38 of 51 

 

 

Fig 16– Article Coding – Loss/Gain Framing  

 

When considering White’s research, it is possible that comprehension may have been slightly easier on the 

Guardian and Care2 websites as the pairings between Gain frames and Why messages was much more apparent, 

when compared to the Mail Online’s split approach. This may account for the increase in negative comments, it 

would be interesting to explore this anomaly in other contexts.  

  

Guardian Care2 Mail online Huffpost The Herald Gizmodo The mirror

Gain framing Loss framing Why framing How framing
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5. Discussion/ Conclusion  

To begin with let us recap the research objectives depicted in the research questions:  
‘Can online media-outlet comment sections be utilized as a medium for understanding public opinion 
regarding nudge theory?’ and if so ‘can we discover whether or not media outlets are acting as 
influencers?’   
 
Although a large portion of comments were removed from the analysis, those which remained showed 
what could be considered high potential, for future research. When collectively analysed individuals 
contributed rich information which reflected the concerns experts expressed towards the ethics of such 
studies. Comments were observed mentioning ulterior motives, unintentional side effects, choice 
restrictions, such highly relevant topic points have never been analysed before.  
Many of comments on personal statements of not willing to change also gave detailed accounts 
expressing being fed up with scientists such as this one: “Scientists and researchers have been saying a 
lot of things for years and then someone else will say the opposite. Coffee, tea, chocolate, wine, eggs 
the list goes on and on. ‘Experts’ contradict each other all the time”. This is consistent with the Food 
Standard Agency findings. This may even show how type 2 nudges on dietary change can be received 
negatively as in a lot of ways the news articles themselves act in the same way.  
 
Interestingly the framing analysis portion of the research resulted in an inconclusive finding, at present it 

is still unknown if or how media coverage effects attitude formation in regards to nudge theory. This finding may 

however give extra weight to those comments expressed, as opinions may be raw and naturally occurring possibly 

due to not all readers committing to read the full article before engaging in discussion.  
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Appendix 2: Preventable Deaths  
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Appendix 3: Jebb’s model of how we need to alter consumption to meet 

the recommended amount. (Eat Well Plate) 

 

 

Although Jebb and many others view the Eat Well Plate as flawed she uses this image to demonstrate how people 

would need to alter their diets to meet these already low requirements. (percentages) 
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Appendix 4: Variations Between Tailored Messages Effectiveness On 

Behaviour Change Depicted in White’s Recycling Research. 

 

 

 

Numbers represent weight of recycling found in resident recycling bins. 
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