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Abstract: This study aims to explore the anthropomorphic elements represented in animal
mukbang videos on Chinese social media (Douyin and Xiaohongshu), as well as the
relationship between pet ownership and audience acceptance of various anthropomorphic
elements. First, this study summarized the types of anthropomorphic elements in animal
mukbang videos on two platforms through content analysis. Second, this study designed a
questionnaire based on the content analysis results and investigated the audience acceptance
of different anthropomorphic elements. The results showed that on both platforms, the
anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang mainly included “Clothing,” “Expression,”
“Communication,” “Diet style,” “Use of tableware,” “Dining environment,” “Use of
microphone,” “Feeling about food,” “Inner activities” and “Unique character and identity.”
In addition, pet ownership has a different influence on audience acceptance of different
anthropomorphic elements. Although this study illustrates the audience acceptance of
anthropomorphism in the context of animal mukbang, the relationship between
anthropomorphism and a wider category of audiences, as well as the rationality of animal
anthropomorphism in various media, still needs further research.
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1. Introduction

Animal eating broadcasts are a form of video that has gradually become popular on various social
media in recent years. In September 2018, the YouTube channel Mayapolarbear uploaded a video of
Maya, a Samoyed, eating watermelon, which received more than one million views. To some extent,
Maya’s video of her eating watermelon is the earliest animal eating broadcast [1]. Since then, more
and more pet bloggers who mainly photographed animals’ daily lives have begun to turn to
photographing animals eating. Since China launched the “Clean Plate Campaign”, some unreasonable
human eating broadcasts have been banned. The censorship of such videos has become stricter, and
the creators have turned their attention to non-humans. Therefore, animal eating broadcasts were
introduced to the Chinese market, and many pet bloggers on various online video platforms began to
try this format and gained good viewing volume. For example, in the account of a blogger (Huahua
and Sanmao CatLive) with more than 3 million followers on the online video platform bilibili, one of
the albums contains a series of videos of the blogger’s pet cat eating various foods. The number of
views of the videos in this album is higher than that of the videos in this blogger’s other albums about
games and daily life [2]. Some commentators mentioned that China’s current animal eating broadcast
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accounts span the two major areas of eating broadcasts and cute pets on social media [1]. From this
point of view, animal eating broadcasts may share the content characteristics and influences of videos
in both fields.

The online audio-visual broadcast that features the creator or host eating food originated in South
Korea, and it also has a specific term, “mukbang.” The term “mukbang” is a combination of “eat”
(meokneun) and “broadcast” (bangsong) in Korean, and since the late 2000s, Korean eating broadcast
has become increasingly popular [3]. Nowadays, the term mukbang is widely used in daily
entertainment life, academic research, and other scenarios. In this study, the term “animal mukbang”
will also refer to the type of animal eating broadcast. Some of the mukbang videos which the human
is the protagonist often show an exaggeration by amplifying the sound of eating and close-up images
of food while others talk to the audience, commenting on the multisensory experience of the food
consumed—taste, smell, texture, and appearance [4]. Moreover, viewers can also experience a sense
of compensation by watching mukbang videos and gain satisfaction from the eating behavior of others.
According to Anjani et al., mukbang also provides viewers with a psychological connection to others
[4].

Another category of videos that animal mukbang belongs to is cute pet videos. In this type of video,
animals are often given human characteristics to attract more viewers. Similarly, in animal mukbang
videos, animals often “imitate” humans. These videos often take a similar format to regular human
mukbang, such as eating novelty foods, wearing nice clothes, and even resembling human eating
environment, like the table where they eat, the cutlery for eating, and the microphone for recording.
These forms are very similar to human mukbang and can also give viewers a similar sense of
compensation and multi-sensory experience [2]. In addition, the sense of psychological connection
that can be generated by human mukbang can also be reflected in animal mukbang. For example,
Choe found that cat mukbang videos provide a feeling of being with cats and it is a spin-off of
mukbang [5]. In this case, mukbang is an online zoo that offers viewers virtual encounters with cats.
In general, most animal mukbang videos are in line with the creative idea of animal videos on social
media, which is to tell stories by giving animals human characteristics. In other words, animal
mukbang seems to give animals human characteristics, thereby making the audience produce a similar
psychological mechanism as watching human mukbang.

Animals on social media are often given human-like characteristics, driven by humans’ natural
desire to make connections even with non-humans [6], a phenomenon known as anthropomorphism.
Although anthropomorphism is very common in animal videos, the ethical considerations
surrounding anthropomorphic representations have still been controversial. Related research often
focuses on the analysis of anthropomorphic content elements in various media such as film, book,
and photography. For example, Weil has analyzed Frank Noelker’s (a plastic artist) photographs of
chimpanzees in contrast to his earlier Captive Beauty: Zoo Portraits, which focused on showing
animals in environments fully shaped by humans, in this artificial environment, the image of animals
appears unreal [7]. Besides, Noelker often emphasizes anthropomorphism by focusing on animals’
eyes, such as chimpanzees. Noelker is excellent at capturing the heavy, deep, and personal gaze the
chimpanzees cast upon us, thoughtful, critical, and, some might say, almost human-looking. This
example was mentioned in Weil’s study of “critical anthropomorphism,” which refers to finding ways
of relating to non-human animals, considering their interests, not just human’s [7]. In addition,
Malamud explores the scope and manifestations of harm, such as whether there are other damages to
animal rights besides visible physical harm [8]. Malamud points out that in some movies, animals do
things to please the audience, the things refer to that they usually don’t do and have no reason to do,
such as dancing bears, playing chickens on the piano, chimpanzees dressed in human clothing, and
so on [8]. Similarly, some people have questioned the behavior of animals eating human food or
eating large amounts of food in animal mukbang. They believe that this does not respect the natural
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characteristics of animals but is intended to satisfy the curiosity of some people [1]. However, in
some specific media, anthropomorphism may not have such a strong negative impact, such as
anthropomorphic language and pictures in children’s storybooks [9].

While there have been a number of studies on the anthropomorphism of animals, research about
anthropomorphism in animal mukbang is scarce. More importantly, two questions remain unsolved.
First, there is a lack of a systematic summary of anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang videos.
Second, limited attention has been paid to the factors influencing people’s attitudes toward
anthropomorphizing animals on social media. Therefore, this study aims to address these two
questions by studying animal mukbang. Previous studies have demonstrated that anthropomorphism
depends not only on the characteristics of specific animals but also on the interaction and relationship
between humans and animals [10]. From this perspective, it is worth noting whether the audience’s
experience with animals will affect their perception of anthropomorphism. In general, this study aims
to first summarize the anthropomorphic elements systematically in animal mukbang videos and
explore how specific factors influence audience acceptance of anthropomorphic elements. Since the
research on mukbang rarely pays attention to Chinese social media, this study takes Douyin and
Xiaohongshu as examples to explore the anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang videos
through content analysis. Subsequently, based on the anthropomorphic elements that have been
summarized, a questionnaire survey is conducted to investigate the acceptance of different audiences.

2.  Literature Review
2.1. Mukbang and audience motivations

Previous studies on human mukbang mostly focus on the summary of the content framework, the
mechanism of popularity, the psychological mechanism of the audience, and the impact of watching
mukbang videos. According to Sultana and Das’s content analysis of different mukbang video texts,
a total of 6 content themes were summarized, including food preparation, food video location, cuisine,
food type, food consumption/eating amount, and type of eater [11]. They also investigated whether
different elements would affect the ratings of mukbang videos, such as the diversity of cuisine and
food type, and the exquisite and beautiful food preparation will greatly increase the audiences’
interests visually, thereby increasing the number of views. Moreover, the overeating behavior of
eaters also attracts more views due to its entertainment value. In addition to understanding mukbang
from the perspective of video content, the audiences’ viewing motivation can also provide a deeper
explanation for the popularity of mukbang videos. According to existing related research, the main
theoretical frameworks used are the Uses and Gratification Theory (U&GT) and the Compensatory
Internet Use Model (CIUM), both of which provide different analytical bases for users’ motivations
to watch mukbang. According to Ruggiero, the uses and gratification theory emphasizes the
audience’s agency and selection motivation in media consumption, that is, the audience actively seeks
media to meet specific needs [12]. Lariscy et al. also pointed out that the basic premise of the uses
and gratification theory is that individuals look for media that can meet their needs and bring ultimate
satisfaction to competitors [13]. Song et al. used the U&GT theoretical framework to summarize the
audience’s motivations for watching mukbang videos, which mainly include seeking alternative
satisfaction, enjoying the entertainment of the content, seeking information about food, watching
specific mukbang content, and watching specific mukbang hosts [14]. Their research focused on the
concept of vicarious satisfaction, which means that the audience does not eat by themselves, but
experiences happiness and satisfaction by observing the host eating and describing the food. Anjani
et al. also pointed out that watching mukbang videos can give the audience an indirect food experience
and produce a vicarious pleasure [4].

29



Proceedings of 3rd International Conference on Interdisciplinary Humanities and Communication Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/64/2024.18987

In addition, Kircaburun et al. explained the audience’s motivation for watching mukbang from the
perspective of the Compensatory Internet Use Model [15]. According to Kardefelt-Winther,
Compensatory Internet Use refers to people’s use of the Internet to relieve the negative emotions
caused by negative life situations [16]. In other words, specific online activities are used to
compensate for unfulfilled offline needs, such as socializing. Kircaburun et al. used CIUM to explain
the five psychological characteristics of viewers watching mukbang videos, including social use,
sexual use, entertainment use, escapist use, and ‘vicarious eating’ use [15]. Among them,
entertainment and vicarious eating refer to the richness of the content and the psychological
satisfaction of the audience with food, respectively. In addition, “social use” mainly refers to the fact
that mukbang can allow viewers to feel the company of others in a virtual environment, thereby
promoting emotional connections and making up for the lack of social experience in reality. This
compensation for the negative aspects of real life can also be reflected in the “escapist use,” where
viewers relieve the stress or boredom of daily life by watching mukbang videos and temporarily
escaping from the unpleasant real life. Moreover, some viewers are attracted by the appearance of the
eaters, which corresponds to the psychological characteristic of “sexual use.” According to Pereira et
al., the physical attractiveness of the mukbangers is positively correlated with the audience’s attitude
towards mukbang [15]. This further proves the important influence of the mukbanger’s image on the
popularity of mukbang videos. In addition, some people may combine sex with food satisfaction to
form a fantasy of eating, which is more arousing [15].

In summary, although the research on the content and viewing motivation of mukbang videos is
relatively comprehensive, they all focus on mukbang videos with humans as the eaters, and there is a
lack of relevant research on animal mukbang. When the protagonists of mukbang are replaced by
animals, whether the vicarious satisfaction, the attractiveness of the eaters, the entertainment of the
content, etc. mentioned in previous studies will still exist, and how animal mukbang videos produce
similar effects to human mukbang, these issues need to be explored. Before understanding these
issues, it is necessary to review the content framework of animal mukbang, but due to the lack of
relevant research, this study first starts with the research on animal video content in social media to
understand the popularity mechanism of such short videos with animals as the protagonists.

2.2. Animal videos on social media

This study draws on research on animal videos to understand the conventions and popular factors in
their creation. First, Zhang and Zhu detailed the content characteristics of short videos on Douyin
featuring cute pets, which included not only the cute appearance of animals but also the personalities
given to the animal protagonists by viewers and bloggers, as well as anthropomorphic narrative
techniques, such as dressing the cat in beautiful clothes and preparing exquisite food for it [17].
Second, O’Meara studied dog videos on YouTube, pointing out that in some videos, dogs seem to be
looking at the camera and talking to the photographer, and sometimes dogs even seem to show guilt
and shame to the observer [18]. In addition to the interpretation of video texts, some studies have also
investigated the popularity of different animal video content from the perspective of viewers. Stumpf
et al. summarized the popular animal video content [19]. In their survey, these categories were
watched by more than 50% of the participants, namely, “Animal has been trapped,” “Challenge that
owners set with an animal,” “Animal wore human clothes or costumes,” “Animal mishaps,” and
“Animal did something extraordinary” (such as facial expressions, gestures, vocalizations). Among
them, more than 90% of the participants watched the content “Animal did something extraordinary,”
and more than 80% of the participants watched the content “Animal wore human clothes or costumes.”
From the above text analysis and survey data, anthropomorphic narrative techniques are more
prominent in animal video content. This involves a specific description method, namely, the
anthropomorphism of animals. Since anthropomorphic elements often appear in animal videos, this
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study speculates that the various psychological mechanisms that people have towards animals in the
media may be closely related to anthropomorphic narratives. From the current animal mukbang video
content, there are anthropomorphic characteristics of animals mentioned in previous studies of animal
videos, but there is a lack of research that summarizes the anthropomorphic elements in detail.

2.3. Animal anthropomorphism and audience acceptance

In the psychological literature, anthropomorphism is defined as the tendency of humans to see human
characteristics or psychological states in non-human subjects, including natural entities, objects, or
non-human animals, and to use human intentions, motivations, goals, or emotions as a basis for
describing or explaining them [10]. Anthropomorphism is also related to humans’ search for a sense
of social connection; specifically, people who feel lonely or chronically lack social connection with
other humans may try to compensate by establishing a sense of human connection with non-human
subjects [10]. From this point of view, the use of anthropomorphic narrative may allow audiences to
have a similar sense of social connection when watching animal mukbang videos as when watching
human mukbang. In addition, the motivations of viewers to watch animal videos are similar to those
of viewers to watch human mukbang videos, specifically in terms of relieving stress in reality. For
example, Myrick found that after watching videos about cats, respondents’ positive emotions such as
happiness and satisfaction increased significantly, while negative emotions such as anxiety, sadness,
and guilt decreased significantly [20]. Although Myrick’s study mentioned the positive effects of
animal videos, it did not mention what specific content in the cat videos caused the audiences’
emotional changes. Based on the similar effects of anthropomorphic content and mukbang content in
establishing a sense of connection, this study speculates that anthropomorphism in animal mukbang
may also be a key factor in viewers’ choice to watch such videos. Therefore, by summarizing the
anthropomorphic content framework in animal mukbang videos, it can be concluded which content
themes in animal mukbang videos are like those in human mukbang, and thus infer the possible
motivations of audiences to watch animal mukbang.

While animal anthropomorphism has become a common practice on social media, the impact
seems to be mixed. First, some scholars believe that anthropomorphism has both positive and negative
effects. Serpell pointed out that although anthropomorphism can enhance human’s moral
consideration of animals and make us more sensitive to their welfare needs, it can sometimes lead to
subjective bias and cause us to misunderstand the behavior of animals [6]. Taking companion animals
as an example, Serpell pointed out that pet owners often express anger at behaviors that harm
companion animals, which reflects their high concern for the welfare of this group of animals.
However, pet owners may overestimate the cognitive abilities of their pets, for example, interpreting
their pets’ inappropriate behaviors as intentional, which leads to inappropriate punishment [6].
Moreover, pet owners’ strong emotional attachment to their companion animals may also lead them
to make decisions that prolong the pets’ suffering in order to achieve long-term companionship, such
as refusing to euthanize terminally ill pets. The dual effects of anthropomorphism have also been
noted by scholars in media studies. Scholars in the field of critical animal media studies (CAMS)
point out that animal anthropomorphism in the media may reinforce anthropocentrism and thus
neglect animal rights [21]. They prefer critical anthropomorphism, that is, statements about animals’
happiness, pain, hunger, stress, and so on, based on careful observation of animals, human empathy
and intuition, and constantly improved and publicly verifiable predictions [22]. In addition, some
scholars have critically evaluated different types of anthropomorphism to explore their rationality in
terms of animal rights. Karlsson critically evaluated psychological (emotional) anthropomorphism
and cultural (social) anthropomorphism [23]. The results showed that psychological
anthropomorphism was considered more reasonable than cultural anthropomorphism. In other words,
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psychological anthropomorphism fully considers the differences between species and meets the
standards of critical anthropomorphism.

In addition, some studies have investigated the receptiveness of anthropomorphism among
different audiences. Stumpf et al. investigated how viewers perceive animal videos on social media,
and this study focuses on the findings for two types of anthropomorphic content [19]. The results
showed that when watching video content of “Animal did something extraordinary (facial expressions,
gestures, vocalizations),” the most common emotion felt was “funny/entertainment,” while when
watching video content of “animals wear human clothes or costumes,” the most common emotion
felt was “anger/fright.” Their study also found that people who had professional experience with
animals were more likely to perceive the animals’ suffering in the videos as being treated unfairly
and were less likely to watch entertaining animal videos than those who had no experience with
animals. From this perspective, it involves whether the audience’s professional experience with
animals affects their perception of the rationality of animal anthropomorphism, in other words,
whether the anthropomorphism of animals in the video is intended to please humans or to give animals
the ability to speak for their own interests. In addition, according to Serpell, pet owners are generally
more likely to anthropomorphize their pets [6]. This is often due to the emotional bond between pet
owners and pets, which leads to owners attributing human-like emotions, intentions, and cognitive
abilities to their pets. Martens et al. pointed out that young people who have more contact with
animals are generally more concerned about animal welfare than those who do not own pets [24].
From this point of view, the audience’s experience of owning pets may also prompt them to perceive
the degree of legitimacy of anthropomorphism. However, the results of Busch et al. showed that there
was a relationship between pet ownership and attitudes toward animals, but this relationship was not
particularly strong in real life, suggesting that other factors also play a crucial role in shaping these
attitudes [25].

In general, both professional contact with animals and the experience of raising pets represent a
strong sense of connection with animals. However, how this sense of connection affects viewers’
perceptions of anthropomorphism in animal videos is currently lacking. In order to expand the scope
of this study, pet ownership will be used as the main variable instead of professional animal contact
experience, which may involve people in specific occupations and may limit the scope of the results.
Therefore, based on the above review of related research on mukbang, animal video content, and
anthropomorphism, this study proposes the following research questions:

RQ1: What anthropomorphic content elements are represented in the animal mukbang on Chinese
social media?

RQ2: Does the audience’s pet ownership experience affect their acceptance of anthropomorphic
elements?

3.  Methodology

This study adopts a sequential sampling design, first conducting a qualitative analysis of the video
samples and then quantifying the audience acceptance. The specific methods include content analysis
and questionnaire survey. First, this study uses content analysis to determine the anthropomorphic
elements in animal mukbang videos on the two platforms. Second, a questionnaire survey further
reveals the differences in the acceptance of anthropomorphism among different categories of
audiences.

3.1. Content Analysis

In the summary of anthropomorphic elements, this study mainly conducts content analysis, including
inductive and deductive processes. Armat et al. pointed out that in the process of content analysis,
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inductive and deductive methods are often used together, but the degree of dominance is different,
which reflects the flexibility of content analysis [26]. Due to the lack of previous research
summarizing the anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang. Therefore, this study first uses
inductive methods to directly encode the anthropomorphic elements in the selected video samples.
Secondly, the process of theoretical deduction is carried out. According to previous studies such as
psychological anthropomorphism and cultural anthropomorphism proposed by Karlsson [23], the
anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang are classified by summarizing the specific context.

This study selected video samples with over 10000 likes on Douyin and Xiaohongshu for analysis,
with a total of 60 short video samples selected, and 30 samples selected from the two platforms
respectively. The lowest number of likes is 10000, and the highest number of likes is around 2 million.
The anthropomorphic elements in each video sample were identified and encoded, and these elements
were classified according to specific theories.

After sample collection, the first thing to do is to encode the anthropomorphic elements in the
video text. Secondly, the coding results are classified according to the various anthropomorphic
themes summarized from the theory. Due to the lack of classification and summary of
anthropomorphism in the media, this study found that most of the discussions on anthropomorphism
focus on the psychological and physical aspects through literature review and related theoretical
research. First, according to Karlsson, psychological anthropomorphism is the attribution of human-
like thoughts and emotions to animals [23], and likewise, Waytz et al. point out that
anthropomorphism also includes psychological aspects, those mental abilities unique to humans, such
as being conscious, having definite intentions, or emotions (e.g., joy, pride, shame, guilt) [27]. From
this point of view, two of these themes can be summarized as intention and emotion in terms of mental
anthropomorphism. In addition to this, according to previous reviews, psychological
anthropomorphism meets the criteria of critical anthropomorphism to some extent, and both critical
anthropomorphism and CAMS emphasize the idea of seeing animals as individuals rather than groups.
From Weil’s analysis of orangutan photographs, each orangutan looks different, and there may be
different stories behind them, so they may look deep or vicissitudes, this involves a description of
personalities and experiences [7]. Prato-Previde et al. also pointed out that anthropomorphic animals
need to endow them with human-like personalities, emotions, and intentions. Therefore, personality
can also become one of the themes [10].

Furthermore, Karlsson also explored cultural (social) anthropomorphism, using concepts from
human culture to explain animal relationships, the human traits imparted to animals are cultural
stereotypes that we perceive as part of human culture and social life impressions, such as gender [23].
There are also manifestations of human social issues such as morality and dignity. Based on this,
“culture” is proposed as one of the themes.

In addition to psychological and cultural anthropomorphism, research on anthropomorphism also
focuses on imitating human characteristics, mainly physical characteristics, such as human-like “faces”
or movements [10]. Besides, according to Waytz et al., the more similar an object is to humans in
behavior or appearance, the more likely it is to be anthropomorphized. Therefore, the other two
themes would be appearance and behavior [27]. Finally, based on the investigation of Weil [7], this
study also pays attention to the anthropomorphism of the environment, as he says in this artificial
environment, the image of animals seems unreal. After relevant investigations, it was found that very
few studies focused on the environment, so this is also the innovation of this study, trying to
summarize the elements related to the anthropomorphism of the environment in animal mukbang. In
summary, the framework themes of anthropomorphism based on theory include intention, emotion,
personality, appearance, behavior, environment, and culture. After that, this study carefully analyzed
the selected video samples and matched the specific manifestations of anthropomorphism in the
videos to each theme (see the Appendix for encoding instructions).
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3.2. Questionnaire Survey

The questionnaire sample designed in this study involves audiences of different age groups, but
according to the collected data, most of the respondents are between the ages of 18 and 25. The
questionnaire started on April 12, 2023, and ended on April 23, 2023, with a total of 170 people
completing the questionnaire. The survey questionnaire focuses on participants’ experience of raising
pets and their acceptance of viewing relevant anthropomorphic images. To analyze different types of
data, quantitative analysis was used to present the differences in the data. The setting of questionnaire
questions was mainly based on the anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang, and the evaluation
criteria are based on Hall’s three decoding models [28].

A Likert scale was set up in the questionnaire to assess the participants’ acceptance of each
anthropomorphic element. The ordinal items ranged from 1 to 5, namely “very unacceptable,”
“unacceptable,” “average,” “acceptable” and “very acceptable.” The ratings of each acceptance level
were interpreted in the questionnaire according to Hall’s three decoding models, namely dominant-
hegemonic position, negotiated position, and oppositional position [28]. The dominant-hegemonic
position refers to the audience’s understanding of the implicit meaning in the text from a complete
and direct perspective, and the audience’s interpretation is commensurate with the meaning encoded
in the text. The negotiated position accepts the overall view of the encoding but disagrees with the
details and may insist on specific exceptions. The oppositional position means that the audience can
fully understand the literal and connotation changes of the event but interpret the information in a
way that is opposite to the “preferred meaning.” Audiences whose ratings showed “very unacceptable”
and “unacceptable” would represent the oppositional position. The explanation for these two levels
of acceptance in the questionnaire is, “I cannot identify this anthropomorphic element, or I can
identify this anthropomorphic element, but I do not approve or accept such anthropomorphism of
animals by the creator.” The “average” level of acceptance represents the negotiated position, and the
explanation for this level in the questionnaire is, “I can identify this anthropomorphism and to some
extent, I can accept the creator’s anthropomorphism of animals, but I need to judge whether to fully
accept it based on the actual situation, as some may be excessive.” Finally, audiences whose ratings
showed “acceptable” and “very acceptable” would represent dominant-hegemonic positions, and the
explanation in the questionnaire is, “I can recognize this kind of anthropomorphism, and I fully accept
the presence of this anthropomorphic element in animal mukbang.”

4. Findings
4.1. Summary of anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang videos

This study conducted anthropomorphic identification and analysis on 60 video samples, aiming to
induce corresponding codes for seven themes. The identified codes include “Clothing,” “Expression,”
“Communication,” “Diet style,” “Use of tableware,” “Dining environment,” “Use of microphone,”
“Feeling about food,” “Inner activities” and “Unique character and identity.” The classification
results are shown in Figure 1. Regarding the theme of “culture” based on cultural anthropomorphism,
this study did not identify relevant elements in the video samples. In other words, there seems to be
no manifestation of issues related to human social relations in animal mukbang.
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Figure 1: Anthropomorphic text frame for animal mukbang in on Chinese social media.

From the results, it can be seen that the reliability of the each code in this study is “Environment”
(Kappa=0.864), “Use of tableware” (Kappa=0.937), “Diet style” (kappa=0.924), “Communication”
(Kappa=0.914), “Clothing” (Kappa=0.931), “Expression” (Kappa=0.880), “Unique character and
identity” (Kappa=0.856), “Feeling about food” (Kappa=0.952), “Inner activities” (Kappa=0.879) and
“Use of microphone” (Kappa=0.880). According to the guidelines given by Landis and Koch (1977,
p. 165), less than 0.00 indicates poor agreement, 0.00-0.02 indicates slight agreement, 0.21-0.40
indicates fair agreement, 0.41-0.60 indicates moderate agreement, 0.61-0.80 indicates substantial
agreement and 0.81-1.00 means almost perfect agreement. All results of this study meet Kappa>0.80,
and the coding consistency is high.

4.2. Audience acceptance of anthropomorphism

To explore whether pet ownership will affect the acceptance of different anthropomorphic elements
by different audiences, the T-test was used to verify whether there is a difference between the two
groups of categorical data. According to the summarized text frames, this study carefully investigated
and analyzed the audience’s acceptance of each anthropomorphic element. The audience’s acceptance
of each element is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: The level of acceptance of each anthropomorphic element by different audiences.

T-test Analysis
Do you have pets now or
have you ever owned

pets in the past t p
(Mean * SD)

Non-pet

owners

(n=62)

Pet owners
(n=108)

Do you accept the dining environment where
humans appear in animal mukbang, such as dining | 3.54+1.20 | 3.03+£1.25 | 2.593 | 0.010*
tables? (Dining environment)

Do you accept images of animals using tableware?
(Use of tableware)

Do you accept the diet style of humans appearing

in animal mukbang (such as hot pot, Michelin 3.01£1.22 | 2.55+1.25 | 2.351 | 0.020*

dinner etc.)? (Diet style)

3.34+1.16 | 2.90+1.33 | 2.253 | 0.026*
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Table 1: (continued).

Do you accept the use of microphones in animal
mukbang? (Use of microphone)

Do you accept the appearance of communicating

with pets in the animal mukbang? 3.73£1.01 | 3.27£1.13 | 2.716 | 0.007**

(Communication)

Do you accept clothing for animals? (Clothing) 3.79+0.97 | 3.58+1.06 | 1.291 | 0.199

Do you accept the interpretation of animal 3.78£0.93 | 3.53£1.00 | 1.609 | 0.110

expressions in animal mukbang? (Expression)

Do you accept the unique character/identity given

to animals in animal mukbang? 3.78+0.86 | 3.26*1.12 | 3.401 | 0.001**
(Unique character and identity)

Do you accept the interpretation of pets’ feelings

2.99+1.24 | 2.47+1.20 | 2.678 | 0.008**

towards food in animal mukbang? 3.73£0.92 | 3.35£1.03 | 2.458 | 0.015*
(Feeling about food)
Do you accept text or dubbing that imagines the
inner activities of animals in 3.68+1.00 | 3.34+1.04 | 2.082 | 0.039*

animal mukbang? (Inner activities)
*p<0.05**p<0.01

The audience’s acceptance of each element is shown in Table 1. Among them, there is no
significant difference in the respondents’ acceptance of the two anthropomorphic elements “Clothing”
and “Expression” between pet owners and non-pet owners (t=1.291, p=0.199>0.05 and t=1.609,
p=0.110>0.05), which shows that pet ownership does not affect the audience’s acceptance of these
two anthropomorphic elements. Besides, pet owners and non-pet owners show significant differences
in their acceptance of the remaining eight anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang, among
which “Use of microphone,” “Communication,” and “Unique character and identity” are significant
at p <0.01, and “Environment”, “Use of tableware”, “Diet style”, “Feeling about food” and “Inner
activities” are significant at p < 0.05. Specifically, pet owners tend to accept the above eight
anthropomorphic elements more than non-pet owners. From the average score of the audience’s
acceptance of various anthropomorphisms, pet owners are more likely to express a dominant-
hegemonic attitude towards anthropomorphic elements, while non-pet owners are more likely to
present a negotiation attitude. In general, pet ownership has greatly promoted the audience’s
acceptance of the anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang videos.

5. Discussion

This study first systematically summarizes the anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang videos
on Douyin and Xiaohongshu. From the results of encoding, although animal mukbang videos are a
short video format with a much shorter narrative time than other visual media, in terms of
anthropomorphic presentation, they almost cover most of the elements proposed in a series of
anthropomorphic theories and related studies reviewed in this study. These include
anthropomorphism of appearance and behavior, psychological anthropomorphism, and
environmental anthropomorphism. These elements can also be reflected in other media, such as
movies, documentaries, and TV shows. As O’Meara summarized, different types of animal videos
are usually presented in different ways, and similarities can always be found in them [18]. However,
through the careful identification of video samples, this study eliminated the theme of “culture”,
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which means that there is no visual presentation directly corresponding to the theme in the video
samples.

From the specific cases of cultural anthropomorphism, its discussion direction is mostly based on
broader social topics, such as stereotypes, ideology, moral criticism, and so on. For example, Karlsson
pointed out that in wildlife TV programs, the transfer of human characteristics to animals reaffirms
stereotypes such as gender and sexual orientation [23]. This often requires a detailed interpretation of
animal behavior and relationships in the video text. Such carefully selected images may also
perpetuate relevant stereotypes in the public’s cognition of animals. Haraway also suggested that the
visualization of animals is used to reaffirm patriarchal values that transcend physical vulnerability
[29]. For the animal mukbang, the focus is on interaction with the audience, and the scene events are
relatively single. The direction of anthropomorphism mostly starts from the visible environmental
elements of the animals themselves and their surroundings, rarely placing them in a larger human
social context for the narrative.

In the audience survey, the results of this study show that pet ownership can make the audience
more accepting of anthropomorphism in animal mukbang in some ways, but this is not absolute. In
other words, because this study has a more detailed classification of the types of anthropomorphism,
sometimes the impact of this relationship is very insignificant. For example, regarding the acceptance
of the anthropomorphic element “Clothing,” both pet owners and non-pet owners among the
participants showed greater acceptance. This result is different from the result mentioned in Stumpf’s
study that the most common emotion felt by the audience when watching the video content of
“animals wear human clothes or costumes” is “anger/fright” [19]. This means that no matter how
close the audience is to the animals, they will not perceive the negative impact of this
anthropomorphic form on the animal protagonist when watching animal mukbang. In addition, both
pet owners and non-pet owners expressed acceptance of the element “Expression,” which is basically
similar to the positive emotion generated by the audience when watching the facial expression of
animals in Stumpf’s study [19]. Except for “Clothing” and “Expression”, the audience acceptance of
other anthropomorphic elements shows that pet owners are more accepting than non-pet owners,
which largely proves the fact that pet owners are generally more likely to anthropomorphize their pets
as mentioned in Serpell’s study [6].

The results of this study on the audience survey also quantified the relationship between critical
personification and audience experience. Although the classification process is not based on critical
personification, based on the research of relevant scholars on critical anthropomorphism and their
recognition of Karlsson’s psychological anthropomorphism, some anthropomorphic elements
summarized in this study are also in line with critical anthropomorphism standards [23]. For example,
“Communication,” “Unique character and identity,” and “Feeling about food,” these elements
introduce the idea and uniqueness of each animal, just as scholars from CAMS advocated treating
each animal as an individual rather than a collective [21], and Burghardt proposed a critical
anthropomorphic description of animal behavior, emotion, and social relationships [22]. In summary,
these three elements meet the critical anthropomorphic standards after in-depth understanding, in the
survey of audience’s acceptance, it also shows that among the audience with pets, the proportion of
the audience who chooses “acceptable” and “very acceptable” is larger. This roughly explains how
the relationship between the audience and animals affects the perception of critical
anthropomorphism, which is an unresolved part of previous research.

However, from the results of this study, pet owners may also ignore certain considerations of the
individual uniqueness of animals. For example, pet owners may be more accepting of the
anthropomorphic element of “Environment.” Previous studies have shown that animals may appear
unreal and lose their own uniqueness in such artificial environments [7]. Pet owners’ acceptance of
the artificial environments in animal mukbang may be due to their acceptance of the creative
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conventions of human mukbang videos. Nevertheless, due to the lack of open-ended questions raised
in this study and the inability to collect different perspectives from the audience, further research is
needed on the impact of anthropomorphic environments. In this case, the experience of interacting
with animals does not directly affect the recognition, negotiation, or rejection of the content. There
may be other reasons that need further verification. As Hodkinson explains in Hall’s three decoding
models, audience responses to media are related to the socio-economic context [30]. Although this
study provides targeted explanations for audience experience and acceptance based on Hall’s three
decoding models, it may lead to a broader context being overlooked.

6. Conclusion

This study answered two research questions about the anthropomorphic elements in animal feeding
broadcasts through content analysis and questionnaire surveys: What anthropomorphic content
elements are represented in the animal mukbang on Chinese social media; and does the audiences’
pet ownership affect their acceptance of anthropomorphic elements? The findings show that most
anthropomorphic elements can be recognized in animal mukbang, except for -cultural
anthropomorphism without direct visual representation. Besides, pet ownership can affect audience
acceptance of some anthropomorphic elements.

This study is not without limitations. In addition to the neglect of the broader socio-economic
context mentioned above when discussing environmental anthropomorphism, there are also
shortcomings in sample selection and audience survey. When selecting video samples, this study only
focuses on the number of likes, to judge the popularity of the video on the short video platform.
However, when performing text recognition, it was found that among the video samples with more
than 10,000 likes, there were multiple videos from one creator. The creative and narrative habits of
each author may not have changed much, which may cause this research to not pay attention to the
diversity of creation. In addition, the audience survey mainly focuses on the relationship between the
audience’s experience of pet ownership and their level of anthropomorphic acceptance, and the social
background may not be limited to the premise set in this study, in other words, the audience’s
experience with animals may not be limited to pet ownership. Regarding the audience’s position on
anthropomorphism in video texts, and whether there are other influencing factors, there is still a wider
audience social survey to be done. Moreover, the naming of the two audience groups involved in this
study is relatively broad, with “pet owners” and “non-pet owners” only describing the surface state
of'the audience, and the audience’s feelings, cognition, and other aspects of animals are not described.
Therefore, as previously mentioned, open-ended questions or interviews may be needed to obtain
different interpretations through discourse analysis. Finally, although this study to some extent
explains the main anthropomorphic presentation methods of animal mukbang on Chinese social
media, further research is needed on the relationship between anthropomorphism and audience in
broader media, and the rationality of using animal anthropomorphism in media needs to be explored.
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Appendix

Encoding instructions for anthropomorphic elements in animal mukbang videos on Douyin and

Xiaohongshu.

Anthropomorphic Theme
(From Theory)

Anthropomorphic Elements in
Animal Mukbang

Encoding Rules

Appearance
(human-like “faces”)

Clothing

In animal mukbang, animals
wear clothes, headdresses or
jewelry, etc.

Expression

In the animal mukbang, the
expressions of animals are
described in words to show the
state of animals.

Behavior
(human-like “movement”)

Communication

There is a form of dialogue
with animals in the animal
mukbang, which usually
means that the producer
expresses his/her views, and
the animal’s answer is usually
presented in the form of text or
dubbing.

Diet style

Human eating patterns appear
in animal mukbang, such as
hot pots, Michelin, dumplings,
etc.

Use of tableware

There are scenes of using
tableware in animal mukbang.
For example, some pet owners

choose to feed their animals
with chopsticks or knives and
forks.

Environment
(artificial environment)

Dining environment

In animal mukbang videos,
some producers deliberately
create a dining environment
like that of humans, such as
letting animals sit on chairs
and eat at the dining table.

Use of microphone

In animal mukbang videos, the
microphone is used to collect
sounds like human mukbang,
and the microphone is usually
placed on the table or the pet’s

clothes.
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Emotion
(mental abilities unique to
humans, e.g., joy, pride,
shame, guilt)

Feeling about food

In some animal mukbang
videos, producers may use text
and dubbing to describe the
animal’s positive or negative
evaluation of food taste and
describe the animal’s mood.

Intention
(mental abilities unique to
humans: clear purpose)

Inner activities

In addition to the feeling of
food, other psychological
activities are also shown in the
form of text or dubbing. For
example, some producers may
imagine and describe the
needs of animals for different
foods and what they want to
do.

Personality
(human-like personalities)

Unique character and identity

In animal mukbang, some
producers describe the
personality of animals and
give them unique identities,
such as “children”, “sisters”,
“brothers” and so on.

Culture
(Imitating human social and
cultural life)

41



