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Valentine 1
Climate Without Context: Why Climate Change Journalism is Losing its Effect

ABSTRACT: Despite the growing frequency and severity of climate disasters, the news
coverage of these events hardly shocks the public like it used to. Environmental journalism has
become more “voluminous,” but less complex, ultimately sacrificing quality over quantity to
cover as many climate-related events as possible. By analyzing the word choice, key frames, and
contexts of climate articles featured in The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times over
the past five years, this study finds that the frequent decontextualization of climate events and a
focus on political actions has banalized climate journalism and rendered it ineffectual.
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Introduction
The rapid heating of the planet is so dire yet so immense that it has paralyzed even the
most optimistic of environmentalists. The current rate of climate change is catalyzed by the
effects of human development and industrialism, and as the only ones capable of creating such a
complex and disastrous mess, humans are similarly the only ones who can clean it up. Despite
this, there is a dissonance between citizens knowing they can (and should) take action, and
actually doing so. For some, this is because of conspiratorial skepticism that there is even cause
for concern with which to start. Others are motivated to downplay or ignore climate change
because of the threat it poses to financial gain or other vested interests. It is easy to pinpoint why
those who do not feel particularly threatened by climate change would not act; it is more
complex to understand why the majority population does not deny climate change but does not
actively and consistently work toward change. According to research by Yale in 2020, 72% of
American adults think global warming is happening, but, according to Pew Research Center,
only a small percentage of each generation of American adults—Gen Z, Millennial, Gen X, Gen
Y—report having taken action to combat climate change in the past year (see Appendix A). The
reasons for this are multifaceted, but this study argues that a reason underpinning and reinforcing
many of these is an overarching message of disempowerment in the media.
Previous research has pinpointed a negative, unempowering nature in public messaging
regarding climate change. People face a learned helplessness regarding climate change: the
problem is too massive, corporations and politicians hold all the power, and therefore their
individual actions cannot make change. In the several decades following works like Silent Spring
and A Sand County Almanac, more and more scholarship and journalism has been conducted to
expose the effects of human activity on the world. In recent years, the rise of social media has
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brought upon consumers a constant inundation of posts, pictures, and videos visualizing the
tragic effects of climate change. The 24-hour cycle of bad news has created hopelessness and
helplessness among readers, many of whom have burnt out their capacity to empathy by trying to
care for everything and have lost faith that they can meaningfully help.
Newspapers, as the origins of most breaking news, play a particularly significant role in
guiding the tone of the climate conversation. The language within and surrounding the articles
that circulate is the difference between propagating paralyzing helplessness among the public
and enabling them to take action. While journalism cannot bear the sole responsibility in
prompting a shift in cultural thinking, it can play an important and influential role.

The State of Modern Journalism
Social media and the takeover of online newspapers has made news more accessible,
narrowing the communication gap between writer and reader. The new age in which “everyone
is a journalist” is powerful and revolutionary: crowd-sourcing information, reporting events live
through tweets or live stories, and the potential to give marginalized voices a platform are all
strengths of the new information superhighway. It also means, however, that “expertise”
becomes difficult to define and distinguish, and discourse becomes noisy and complex.
Journalism, now more than ever, is cyclical in nature: public discourse regarding news often
becomes the news itself. Ruth Wodak describes discourse as a “social practice” which, while
dependent on the existence of events, institutions, and social contexts, also influences and
changes that upon which it is focused: “the discursive event is shaped by them, but it also shapes
them. That is, discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially conditioned” (8). With more
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voices vying to be heard, any one piece of news is vulnerable to more social conditioning than
before.
Environmental Journalism
Like any other event, the actual event as it happens and the event as it is communicated
are two separate entities, given that any sort of retelling of an event is in some way, however
unintentional, influenced by who is telling it. Climate change journalism is an especially
poignant example of this distinction and its effects, because “climate change has both a ‘natural
life’ and a ‘social and cultural life,’ both of which are capable of affecting the other (directly and
indirectly)” (Young and Dugas 2-3). In other words, climate change exists both as a scientific
phenomenon as well as “a set of scientific and moral ideas, an expression point for conflict and
controversy, and, increasingly, as a trope or metaphor” (2). The effect of the latter, though easily
dismissed as mere conversation, bears very real influence on the former.
In each step of the journalistic cycle aforementioned, environmental journalism has the
power to conduct the political and cultural conversation in a way that helps positively redirect
climate change’s “natural life.” A variety of factors have caused this potential to become
overlooked and underestimated in recent years. While their study was based in Canada, Young
and Dugas recognize consistencies in the way both Canadian and U.S. media have evolved since
the 1980: in opting for “just-the-facts” style articles, “climate change coverage has
simultaneously become more voluminous but less complex and contextual” (17). Young and
Dugas’s study, along with research cited by Corbett and Durfee (2004), suggests that the push to
inform the masses in the quickest and simplest way—making coverage “thematically
narrower”—has decreased its effectiveness despite increased exposure. Furthermore, in an
experiment that presented climate-related articles which included varying levels of context to
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several study groups, Corbett and Durfee found that “readers of the text that provided the most
context . . . were more receptive to the validity of findings than readers who were presented with
any of the other versions” (6). This points to a dire need for comprehensive, clear scientific
explanations and historical background in articles covering the most recent news in climate
change. If large-scale issues are distilled—such as a general global temperature change—down
to just-the-facts articles unaccompanied by adequate scientific data, and “small-scale” issues—
like a coastal flood or fires in California—are unaccompanied by the history and science that led
to and caused the singular instance, readers are less likely to accept that climate change is real or
even the primary culprit for the event. In addition to this, in U.S. media specifically, scientists
have become less frequently cited than politicians, shifting the attention away from science and
toward policy options (6).
This focus on policy options, as opposed to science, bodes poorly for the effectiveness of
climate media; it has been argued “that consumption of negative and cynical political coverage
creates antipathy toward the press” (Ladd 109). Along with antipathy, negative coverage of
political candidates has been proven to reduce confidence in the press, indicating a positive
correlation between negative political press and distrust in media overall (109-110). This is
critical in the field of climate journalism, where the distrust of the press can translate to distrust
of science due to convergence. W. Lance Bennett, Regina G. Lawrence, and Steven Livingston
theorized that “[t]he core preoccupation with power and partisan gamesmanship is largely what
turns citizens off about their own government and the news messengers who seem implicated in
the game” (qtd. in Ladd 110). When climate change is framed as tool for political power, it
appears less like an issue to be acted on and more like a pawn on the board at intergovernmental
conference panels.
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Even apolitical climate reporting has been fraught. Reporting that seeks to convince an
audience of climate change’s reality, at least in some way, often utilizes the “Gateway Belief
Model” (GBM). GBM theorizes that emphasizing expert consensus—such as “‘97% of climate
scientists believe in human-caused climate change’”—helps increase the public’s perception of
scientific consensus, ultimately acting as a “‘gateway to changes in key beliefs about climate
change, which in turn, influence support for public action’” (van der Linden 6; Bayes 2). The
2014 study by van der Linden et al. is not the sole supporter of the GBM: in May 2014, several
months before the study was published, a segment on Last Week Tonight with John Oliver
invited 97 climate-change-affirming scientists on stage with three climate denialists to provide a
visualization of scientific consensus, which is often falsely portrayed in media as an evenly split,
1:1 debate (Warner Bros.). This segment has been viewed nearly 9 million times on YouTube
alone and has, since its airing, been used as the focus piece of a study by Brewer and McKnight,
who found that “watching the segment increased viewers’ own belief in global warming, as well
as viewers’ perceptions that most scientists believe in global warming,” reiterating the
effectiveness of the GBM in 2017.
Brewer and McKnight also found that, “[t]he latter effect was stronger among
participants with low interest in the environment and global warming than among those with
high interest,” but this is a particularly controversial stance in science communication studies.
The idea that simply reiterating information until it falls on the right ears is essentially the
“public deficit model, in which public indifference is interpreted as a direct consequence of disor misinformation” (Goeminne 159). As Bayes et al. explain in a research agenda for climate
communication studies, consensus messaging has been attempted consistently over the past few
decades, but an ideological gap persists (Bayes 2-3). Some studies have found that consensus
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messaging is not just ineffectual, but inflammatory: one response may be “reactance,” in which
an individual refuses to adopt an idea because the “‘perceived pressure’” to adopt it threatens
their autonomy, and another response may be “conformity,” in which the idea presented is not in
line with preexisting group loyalties (ex. Republican party opposition to climate action) (3). The
latter response is particularly critical to consider in matters of journalistic bias: if science is
framed as a competing body of work to political interests, readers loyal to their political
alignments will not come to view it as an objective frame of reference and tool, but a third-party
political viewpoint to be equally critiqued.
It is also important to note that, as Bayes suggests, factors in an individual’s background,
like personal experiences, location, racial identity, and socioeconomic status, may affect one’s
consumption of climate media, but these more complex, variable traits have not been as
extensively studied as political allegiance. Scheufele and Krause also speak to this: “Compared
with people who are uninformed or those who are informed but inactive, individuals who are
‘active’ and ‘misinformed’ have ‘united their purported knowledge and their political actions,
[so] they have little incentive to abandon old beliefs, accept new ones, abandon old allegiances,
find a new group, and change their behavior’” (Scheufele and Krause 7662). Overall, therefore, it
may be argued that information inundation, and emphasizing scientific consensus, is not the “one
size fits all” solution that some studies seem to suggest it is.
In another direction, P. Sol Hart and Lauren Feldman, in one of their many studies on the
effectiveness of environmental journalism, tested whether participants would be more likely to
engage with articles on climate change if the framing of the article was altered. Participants were
separated into three political groups: left-leaning, center, and right-leaning. They found that
framing ultimately played a minimal role in engagement along party lines, especially among
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“republican-Conservatives,” but noted that articles centered around “the human health impacts of
climate change” were at least marginally more appealing to liberal-Democrats (Feldman and
Hart 2018). Further study may be necessary, but it is possible that certain frames are more
effective in generating engagement regardless of political affiliation.

Efficacy in Media
So, the road forward to making climate change media as effective as Silent Spring or An
Inconvenient Truth requires new approaches. Sheer inundation with information—that which is
“more voluminous” and “less complex and contextual”—appears ineffectual. When climate
threat information is not complemented with possible action or solution, climate news often does
little more than contribute to widespread despair fatigue. In a 2014 study, Hart and Feldman
utilized the “extended parallel process model” (EPPM) to structure their research on risk and
“efficacy” in climate change news. Originally published by Kim Witte in 1992, the EPPM
“posits that messages about risk issues such as climate change may draw attention to the issue if
strong threat information is provided but that it is critical for threat information to be
accompanied by information about the efficacy of actions that individuals can take to help
address the issue” (Feldman and Hart 326). “Efficacy,” while only loosely defined in their 2014
study, was defined with more precision in their 2016 study, which combined elements of both
prior studies and asked whether messages of efficacy could influence political participation.
Drawing inspiration from Bandura’s “self-efficacy theory,” the theory posits that, “when an
individual perceives that they have the ability to engage in a behavior, and the individual
believes that the behavior is likely to result in an outcome the individual desires, the individual is
more likely to engage in the behavior” (Feldman and Hart 2). Their study measured three main
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“types” of efficacies in the context of climate changes news: the first, “internal efficacy,” is
one’s perception of their own ability to accomplish something; “external efficacy” is one’s
perception of something or someone else’s ability to accomplish something; “response efficacy”
measures whether one believes a proposed action will actually accomplish what it says it will.
While not all of their hypotheses were supported, they found that “Positive internal efficacy
information increased perceptions of internal efficacy” and that “negative external efficacy
information lowered perceptions of external efficacy” (10). This study suggests that the lack of
empowering frames and language in today’s journalism may be an oversight spurring the
“banalization of global warming” in media, as Young and Dugas named it. If climate change
media does not provide a sense of self-efficacy to take actions, it can quickly become more
hurtful than helpful. For this reason, including efficacy messages in climate change media may
be an essential difference between inspiring helplessness and inspiring action.
Also measuring efficacy in environmental media, Se-Hoon Jeong, Soojung Kim, and
Yoori Hwang found that “one’s attitudes toward the prevention of climate change, perceived
severity of climate change, response efficacy, and self-efficacy regarding climate change
prevention were significant predictors of one’s intentions to engage in a series of proenvironmental behaviors” (Jeong et al. 168). They utilized the theory of reasoned action (TRA)
and the protection-motivation theory (PMT) to guide their study. The first suggests that attitudes,
an “overall perception of the performance of a particular behavior,” and subjective norms –
whether significant others approve of a behavior – predict behavior. The second, PMT, refers to
threat appraisal – one’s perceived severity of and susceptibility to an issue like climate change –
and coping appraisal, which is almost exactly the aforementioned concept of “self-efficacy.” The
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PMT is particularly relevant in North American climate change media given the global flow of
media, which will be further discussed below.
The effectiveness of empowerment messaging is not without evidence: Caren B. Cooper
argues that the empowerment of the individual is what has made climate change denial
messaging so effective. According to Cooper, traditional informal science education (ISE)
assumes that the consumer is a receptacle to be filled, that the scientist or speaker has superior
knowledge to disseminate, and the “listener” is innocent and uninformed. This approach “fails to
emphasize critical thinking and is aligned with a deficit perspective” (Cooper 231). Unhealthy
critical thinking often results in pessimism and cynicism rather than healthy skepticism, thereby
validating climate deniers as justly decoding in opposition. In tandem with their empowerment,
climate deniers have been able to “harness” mass media in a variety of ways, which scientists
have not been as capable of doing. Cooper suggests a shift to a public engagement in science
(PES) model. She models this difference by equating the relationship of ISE to PES with the film
An Inconvenient Truth and its far more effective community effect, The Climate Project. The
study is a helpful outline of how empowerment works, but climate activists have not wholly
utilized its potential.
The portrayal of efficacy in media may be well-supported by examples of the efforts and
actions of others. Getting people involved in their local environments has repeatedly proven to
be influential in generating pro-environmental attitudes. A study conducted by Jacobson, Seavey,
and Mueller brought together fine arts and natural resource management graduate students to a
remote marine lab to create engaging communicative material for public visitors. They also
found unexpected long-term effects of the experience, in which students reported “an increased
awareness of media coverage of climate issues as well as increased self-awareness related to
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their own environmental behavior” (Mueller 3). This study is an ideal example of the impact a
change of messaging can have on the public, even those who are already well-informed; by
getting involved – and in effect, engaging with their own self-efficacy – students were better
learners, better teachers, and more diligent consumers and advocates in the long-term.

Global Discourse
Beyond a lack of empowerment messaging, other oversights have contributed to the
ineffectual state of much climate media. Peter Mühlhäusler argues that “our ability to get on with
our environment is a function of our knowledge of it and that by combining specialist knowledge
from many languages and by reviewing the one-way flow of knowledge dominating the world’s
education system, solutions to our many environment problems may be found” (Mühlhäusler
200). In other words, the flow of climate change science media from the U.S. and other countries
of the global north to the global south operates under the assumption that countries of the global
south cannot meaningfully contribute to the discourse—which is, undoubtably, untrue. A general
shift of focus in mainstream North American climate media toward representing those who are
most affected by climate change and most fluent in sustainable solutions could have a significant
positive impact, a hypotheses which will be expanded upon later.
In a 2006 article on ecolinguistics, Mühlhäusler and his co-author Adrian Pearce found
three consistent properties of environment discourse, including that “most discourses are
anthropocentric” and “most discourses are focused on local concerns and issues covering no
more than a human life span” (Mühlhäusler and Pearce, 471). These patterns promote an
ephemerality and inconsequence of the issue, separating humans from the responsibility to take
care of Earth and promoting toxic individualism. Jennifer Clary-Lemon outlines the opposite
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mindset, in which she coins “an emergent new materialist environmental rhetoric: one that sees
humans in a state of being-with devastated landscapes and the nonhuman bodies within them”
(168).
Given the apparently pervasive role of journalism, this study asks: how have patterns in
framing, language, and contextualization in journalism contributed to the banalization of climate
media in recent years?

Method
The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal were chosen as the two sources from
which articles would be drawn based on the media bias chart by Ad Fontes Media shown below.
The two fall into the same row of “news
value and reliability,” and sit almost
exactly opposite each other in terms of
bias, with WSJ skewing slightly right
and NYT skewing slightly left. 100
articles total were selected as a sample,
50 from each journal. Given the rapidly
changing nature of the field, articles
were drawn only from the past five

Figure 1. Media bias chart by Ad Fontes media, arranging newspapers by
reliability and bias.

years; thus, 20 total from each year, 10
from each journal from each year.
The majority of articles were found by searching for the keyword “climate” on the
Facebook profiles of each journal, then filtering by year. Both Twitter and Facebook were
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chosen for the initial search of articles, given that their platforms are best suited for the sharing
of articles (as compared to Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, and other leading media platforms)
(“Most used Social Media”). However, Twitter’s advanced search was much less accurate and
effective in pulling most-shared articles than Facebook’s advanced search, and both platforms
reach the same general age groups, so Facebook became the key database for this study
(“Facebook users”; “Global Twitter”). The popularity of an article was determined by how many
comments it had on the Facebook post, which generally positively correlated with “likes” and
shares. The ten most “popular” articles were then pulled from each search, except for posts with
repeated links. The exceptions to this include a few articles pulled from a Twitter search of
popular climate articles from @nytimes, but, as aforementioned, this yielded too few results to
be used as the main source of articles—a search of @wsj on Twitter for climate articles yielded
hardly any articles at all. The other exception to the Facebook search rule is a compilation of
climate articles by the NYT, arranged in 2017, titled “Climate Stories From The Times: 13 MustReads.”
Data on each article was compiled utilizing a coding sheet. This sheet asked for the
article’s title, date of publishing, author(s), and whether it was from the NYT or the WSJ. Then,
with checkboxes that allowed multiple selections when applicable, it asked for “key frame(s),”
defined as the way in which the issue of climate change is framed in the title, the opening of the
article, and the article as a whole. The choices for this were “public health;” “economy;”
“political inaction/conflict/shortcomings;” “activists;” “specific ecological issue (animals/land);”
“air/water pollution;” “environmental justice;” “political action/policy;” “global
warming/general temperature and change;” and “other,” if needed. Then, again with checkboxes,
another question asked what “context” was provided throughout the article, with the options of
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“scientific explanation/research;” “historical context;” “potential impacts;” “community efforts;”
“government inaction/conflict;” “government action/policy;” and “negative impacts.” A third
question asked what types of interviewees were quoted in the article. Boxes were only checked
when a direct quote was included, not when the source was paraphrased. Potential interviewee
options were “scientists;” “professor/researcher;” “citizen;” “politician;” “celebrity;”
“community representative;” “business representative;” and “other,” with an option to fill out
who the “other” was. The choices for these three categories—key frames, contexts, and
interviewees—were developed over the course of preliminary research, in which new categories
would be added when a frequent pattern was observed. Lastly, short answer boxes were provided
for key verbs, adjectives, and nouns. Words were noted when some degree of subjectivity could
have affected word choice; for example, nouns like “consequences” and “potential” are noted,
but not “greenhouse gases” or “carbon emissions.” This information was then compiled into
graphs and spreadsheets.
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Analysis

Figure 2. Key frames present in articles. One article could have had more than one key frame.

There were clear trends in each category of key frames, interviewees, and contexts
evident. These trends, like the frequency of government/political inaction in Figures 2 and 3,
indicate an extreme focus on the political. That the conversation around climate has become less
about climate change, and more about the politics of climate change, is the primary culprit for its
banalization. The majority of articles focused on politics: 55% utilized political inaction/conflict
as a key frame—"Scientists Fear Trump Will Dismiss Blunt Climate Report;” “Some Republican
Lawmakers Break with Party on Climate Change”—and 25% political action, which referred to
specific policy implementations or rollbacks. There is some overlap in these two categories,
given that most articles framed by an action included the action’s controversy later in the article:
70% of articles included conflict as contextual information. For example, "‘Green New Deal’
Democrats Position Climate Change as Central Issue in 2020” from the NYT frames the article
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with a political action that appears to be positive. However, the article details the conflicting
opinions, stating that “The resolution is unlikely to pass in the current Congress, and Republicans
quickly attacked the proposal as overreaching and unnecessary” (Duehren). The coverage of
political shortcomings echoes research by Ladd, who found that recent decades’ focus on
political journalism promotes negativity toward the press as a byproduct. This industry-wide
focus on political reporting that has developed has gradually infected the environmental niche,
leaving less attention in the mainstream for articles focusing solely the environment, prioritizing
instead policies or the lack thereof.
Furthermore, an overwhelming 62.8% of articles quoted a politician. This generally
correlates with the frequency of articles framed with political inaction; it seems logical that
articles focusing on political action would quote those people most prominently involved.
However, the slight disproportion between political articles—55% when categorized by key
frame—and articles that quoted politicians indicates that, on occasion, politicians are tied into
“natural life” discourse as well as “sociocultural life” discourse. Evidence from the study that
could be used to refute the suggestion that articles rely too heavily on politicians is relevant here:
51% of articles quoted a university professor or researcher. One might take this to suggest that
journalists are indeed pursuing expert sources and scientific explanations. While this could be
true, at least 52% of articles which quoted professors or researchers also quoted a politician,
indicating a journalistic desire to balance scientific opinions with political opinions. The
percentage of articles balancing scientific voices with political voices becomes even higher when
the category of scientists is included alongside professors and researchers. This is significant,
because spotlighting politicians directs climate discourse away from the “natural” and

Valentine 17
“scientific” life of climate change, toward instead the metaphorical, often reinforcing negative
external efficacy in the process.
This balance is well demonstrated in “Texas Blackouts Point to Coast-to-Coast Crises
Waiting to Happen” from the NYT. This piece quotes several politicians, including a former
Obama administration official and a Whitehouse spokesperson. While these politicians have
experience in this particular policy matter, their featured quotes tie in the prominent themes of
both potential impacts and government inaction. Vedant Patel, a Whitehouse spokesperson at the
time, is quoted as saying “‘Building resilient and sustainable infrastructure that can withstand
extreme weather and a changing climate will play an integral role in creating millions of good
paying, union jobs,’” which looks at climate change as an issue for which to be prepared, rather
than one that is already occurring. Shalini Vajjhala, a former Obama administration official, is
then quoted to have said “‘The argument I would make is, we can’t afford not to, because we’re
absorbing the costs . . . We’re spending poorly,’” pointing to a theme of government inaction
(Flavelle, Plumer, Tabuchi). Both quotes speak to “balancing” climate action with economic
interests and offer solutions that are dependent on positive external efficacy; however, their
quotes are paired with contextual information on the political and governmental inaction for
vulnerable Texas neighborhoods, or, in other words, they are paired with negative external
efficacy messaging that does not empower the reader and lessens their confidence in
government.
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Table 1. Most frequently used nouns

Most Frequent Nouns
11

Threat

9

Consequences; Pressure

7

Action

6

Transition

5

Crisis; Leadership; Priorities; Urgency

4

Balance

This preoccupation is reiterated in language use as well as context and interviews:
“balance,” “leadership,” and “priorities” were some of the most frequent nouns. “Balance” often
referred to bipartisan compromise, or policies which balanced economic and environmental
interests. A focus on “leadership” and “priorities” drives the communication to focus on the
competition between countries of the global north to become the “global leader” of climate
action, rather than how their decisions, or lack thereof, are negatively affecting countries of the
global south. A journalistic focus on which country is the “leader” reinforces a culture of
individualism antithetical to the global effort required to effectively tackle climate change.
Similarly, “responsible” (11) and “blame” (6) were some of the most frequent words in the texts,
which, while unavoidable terms in conversations about climate change, also connote
independence and antagonism. Talk of leadership also perpetuates the one-directional nature of
global discourse as outlined by Mühlhäusler and Pearce, in which communication flows from
north to south; as a result of this, the concerns of southern countries go largely unheard, despite
their being more affected by climate change. The conversation is diverted away from the reality
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of climate change toward instead the preoccupation with political power, turning away readers
who cannot be involved in the power struggle.
Individualism also arises outside of political contexts, taking the form of a humans-first,
anthropocentric perspective on the environment. Articles focusing on specific ecological
issues—which were overwhelmingly represented by the NYT, at a 19:6 ratio—were infrequent,
and the least frequent of all frames were those focusing on pollution, public health, and
environmental justice. In tandem with the above-mentioned words like “leadership” and
“priorities,” a theme emerges of anthropocentrism, of separating animals from the realm of
concern. This separation, according to Clary-Lemon and Mühlhäusler and Pearce, promotes an
ephemerality and inconsequence of the issue, enabling a diffusion of responsibility: if the issue
can be successfully framed as a concern for the future, specifically after one’s death, and that
individual is not motivated to care about the lasting consequences for the state of the natural
world after their death, they will have little motivation to care about climate change as a whole.
A greater focus on the actual environment—even if such focus begins with pathos-oriented
engagement with sea turtles and national parks—may help promote Clary-Lemon’s idea of
“being-with devastated landscapes and the nonhuman bodies within them.” Climate action
should be concerned not only with unifying global leaders for the sake of protecting humans, but
for the sake of the earth itself, a theme mostly absent from the articles examined.
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Figure 3. Context(s) represented in articles

Of all their tested hypotheses, Hart and Feldman found evidence that positive internal
efficacy messaging made individuals feel more capable of acting, and negative external efficacy
messaging made readers less confident in external actors like governments and organizations.
When 70% of climate change messaging includes what governments have not, cannot, or will not
do—pairing even articles on policies the government has implemented with the ways in which it
fails or will provoke conflict—consumers lose confidence in the ability of their governments to
act at all. This lost confidence in government, however, has not been replaced by the
empowerment of the individual: only 13% of articles provide examples of community efforts.
Articles like “Protesting Climate Change, Young People Take to the Streets in a Global Strike”
(NYT) and “How a 30-ton Robot Could Help Crops Withstand Climate Change” (WSJ), which
highlighted what community members with comparatively little power had done, were
infrequent. As Jacobson, Seavey, and Mueller prove in their study bringing natural resource
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management students and fine arts students together to create communicative environmental
materials, hands-on involvement is the most effective method of spurring people to action, even
those who are already strongly pro-environmentalism. In addition, the theory of reasoned action
argues that one’s “overall perception of the performance of a particular behavior” is a significant
predictor of one’s own behavior. Journalists are not responsible for organizing the efforts
themselves, but their coverage can better reveal to readers ways to get involved, as compared to
the occasional amorphous “call to action” without sufficiently clear steps to take. When 70% of
articles underline the incapacity of the government but only 13% illustrate the capabilities of the
public, readers are spurred toward feelings of helplessness and fear control rather than inspired to
act.
Table 2. Most frequently used verbs

Most Frequent Verbs
10 Threaten
9 Warn
8 Pledge
7 Accelerate; Fail;
6 Criticize; Force; Intensify; Question; Trigger; Urge

To complement messages of negative efficacy, articles also frequently framed climate
change as something that had yet to become a real problem; essentially, the delay of action thus
far was excusable, because serious consequences had not yet occurred. This was evident in
several parts of the data: the most frequent verb was “threaten” (10) and the most frequent noun
was “threat” (11), indicating that there was no shortage of “threat information,” as coined by the
EPPM, in the articles. Other words among the most frequent were “warn;” “pledge;”
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“ambitious;” “pressure;” and “consequences;” all of which indicate a general focus on future
circumstances or actions, rather than the present. This bias is also evidenced by the most frequent
context provided, which was “potential impacts,” appearing in 77% of articles. The NYT article,
“No Children Because of Climate Change? Some People Are Considering It,” frames climate
change primarily as a concern for Millennials’ children, decades in the future. Journalist Maggie
Astor includes the phrases, “projections [are] becoming more dire and government action [is]
lagging”; “scientists’ projections, if rapid action isn’t taken, are not ‘congruent with a stable
society’”; and “worsening projections.” While this article does consider how today’s parents
have been “impacted”—i.e., negative impacts—actual consequences of climate change are a
matter of projections, not imminent threats. The exception in this article is the inclusion of
Hemanth Kolla, a California resident from Hyderabad, India. He experienced first-hand “deadly”
droughts and heat waves and said, “it felt wrong to have a child when he did not believe the
world would be better for him or her” (Astor). This exception to the general pattern of the article
ties in an important point: the overall focus on “potential impacts” is directly related to the NYT’s
and WSJ’s basis in a globally-north, industrialized country. India, among many other globally
southern countries, sees and experiences negative impacts regularly, whereas northern, wealthier
countries, according to the protection-motivation theory, may remain unmotivated if they do not
feel immediately threatened; thus, the orientation toward potential impacts and the future. Only
46% of articles discussed negative impacts that had occurred or were occurring. By framing the
issue primarily as a concern for the future—something that has yet to happen as a result of
today’s inaction, rather than that is occurring now as a result of prior delay—action can be
essentially procrastinated, the responsibility diffused. Mühlhäusler and Pearce identified that
most discourse covers issues which last no longer than a human life span, as if some problems
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may arise in the short term but any serious effects of climate change are too far away for
concern. The apparent agreement that climate change is a future problem is a first-world
privilege that enables the present focus on the political to continue, doubling down on the
ineffectiveness of mainstream climate media.

Figure 4. Interviewees represented in articles. Note: If one type of interviewee was represented several times in an article, even if
they were separate individuals, they only counted as one data point.

Articles also did not effectively empower readers: while negative external efficacy
messaging was apparent in at least 70% of articles (those with political inaction as context),
positive internal efficacy messaging was rare. Articles failed to complement threat information
with positive internal efficacy messages. Words like “severe,” “extreme,” “intense,”
“vulnerable,” and “devastating” were among the most frequent, indicating a clear tone of fear
and disaster. Similarly, only 14.9% of articles quoted citizens and 19.1% quoted community
representatives, meaning that an everyday individual does not often see themselves represented
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in mainstream climate media. According to Young and Dugas, readers are more likely to accept
findings when given adequate context; however, only 28% of articles included substantial
scientific context (a developed explanation, graphs, maps, etc., as opposed to the mere statement
of a fact), and only 44% provided historical context. Readers, unless already united with the
particular belief system or group being espoused, are unlikely to blindly accept a fact without
adequate explanation. This is particularly true in climate journalism, wherein, as Cooper
observed, messaging supporting climate denialism—and, arguably, simple apathy or
indifference—often tells the consumer that they are already knowledgeable and their skepticism
is healthy critical thinking; in contrast, other climate media frames the reader as an empty vessel
to be filled. The GBM works well with the latter mindset: it assumes that someone is simply
uninformed and convincing them of a fact will enlighten them. In contrast, denialists—or
apaths—who belief they are already fully informed are much more likely to react according to
the theories of “reactance” or “conformity.” Contextualized, developed explanations that readers
can analyze for themselves are critical when readers are already predisposed to distrust the press.
Table 3. Most frequently used adjectives

Most Frequent Adjectives
17 Severe
14 Extreme
11 Aggressive; Ambitious; Responsible
10 Intense
9 Vulnerable
8 Devastating; Dire
7 Catastrophic
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Articles by the NYT were much more likely to engage with scientists, professors, and
researchers than the WSJ: for scientists, the ratio was 18:6, and for professors/researchers, the
ratio was 32:19. Three of the six articles in WSJ, as randomly chosen examples, were “Federal
Climate Experts Rank Last Year Among Three Warmest in Modern Times,” which quoted an
atmosphere scientist; “As Animals Wash Up on West Coast, Scientists Look to Climate
Change,” which quoted a director of veterinary sciences; and “Climate Experts Advise Eating
More Vegetables, Less Meat,” which quoted a climatologist. The first two of these articles fell
under the category of “U.S.” on the WSJ site, the last falling under “Life & Work.” The
categorization itself sets WSJ apart from NYT, given that NYT has “Science” and “Health”
categories, and WSJ does not. These three articles received fewer comments than other articles
with economic or political action as a frame: 221, 309, and 274 comments on the above
mentioned three, compared with, from a random sampling, 852 on “To Strike a Climate Deal,
Poor Nations Say They Need Trillions From Rich Ones,” 1108 on “Some Republican
Lawmakers Break With Party on Climate Change” and 572 on “Trump Says He Doesn’t Believe
Climate-Change Report’s Economic Predictions.” WSJ is a slightly right-leaning, economyfocused newspaper, so it is unsurprising that these articles should garner more attention than
those based on a single ecological issue. Economy and politics are widespread interests within
the WSJ readership. If scientists, professors, and researchers are not regularly part of the group,
they may create a conflict with “conformity,” as outlined by Bayes. However, though a much
larger sample size would be necessary to truly test this pattern, it is possible that, over the past
few years, WSJ has incorporated the voices of more science experts—2021 had more articles
featuring a scientist, professor, or researcher than the four years prior.
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It could be argued that these articles garnered their popularity on FaceBook because they
show conflict. If this is true, it may be possible to sate the public appetite for debate and conflict
in a more productive way. As argued by John Oliver, televised climate debates are often one-toone conversations focused on whether climate change is both real and human-caused. Portraying
denialism as the view of 50% of the nation or its scientists suggests that the view is equally
viable and validates conspiratorial thinking, a mindset which has been proven to contribute to the
rejection of science (Lewandosky). These debates should no longer be the focus of climate
media. Instead, climate debates should concern themselves with policies, economics, global aid,
and other many-sided facets of climate action, rather than whether an issue even exists at all. For
example, the article, "I Don't Know That It's Man Made," Trump Says of Climate Change. It Is,”
by the NYT responds to each “suspicion” that Trump voiced in a televised interview and factchecks each one. Most of his arguments expressed widely shared concerns among those who are
suspicious about climate change: “‘I don’t want to give trillions and trillions of dollars. I don’t
want to lose millions and millions of jobs. I don’t want to be put at a disadvantage,’” and “‘I
think something’s happening. Something’s changing and it will change back again’”
(Davenport). Though Trump’s stated beliefs were subject to change depending on his audience,
his acknowledgement that change is happening in this article—even if his understanding of the
change is fraught—suggests that a conversation about the change as a phenomenon rather than
change as an idea can be a subject of productive debate for him and supporters of his that share
this mindset. It should be acknowledged, however, that in this same article he states that “‘Look,
scientists also have a political agenda’” (Davenport). This may be indicative of the “conformity”
reaction aforementioned. If science is portrayed as a third political opponent, rather than a
neutral referee for both liberal and conservative debates, it continues to be portrayed as another
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“out-group,” who is equal in viability to subjective schools of thought and skepticism and
possessing its own independent vested interests. Science is, instead, a tool for both “sides” to
refer to in matters of policymaking. The paradigm shift in journalism to make this change is
beyond the scope of this study but discussed in the next section.

Conclusion
Clearly, articles regarding policymakers, and especially their conflicts, were the most
popular. Whether the Facebook algorithm boosts particularly divisive articles or readers are just
more likely to share them is beyond the scope of this study, but suggestions for improvement can
be made regardless. In any article with negative external efficacy messaging, positive internal
efficacy messaging should be complementary. In addition, more articles should include clear,
detailed scientific research behind an issue—only 28 articles did in this study. The journalistic
values of objectivity and balance, as well as the need to keep articles brief, may have hindered
the inclusion of scientific data in the past. However, a paradigm shift away from science as little
more than a piece of political ideology needs to occur. With the overabundance of political
articles within climate media, climate change usually becomes a “trope” or pawn in an argument,
rather than the factual phenomenon it is. A simultaneous use of both consensus messaging and
greater scientific and historical context in articles, even those which cover political conflict,
should be pursued when possible. The 24-hour news cycle demands quantity over quality, but
short articles including only negative efficacy only reinforce a culture of learned helplessness. It
may be influential to integrate consensus messaging and supplementary scientific research
whenever possible, whether it be detailed scientific context or easily digestible visuals. This
requires that journalists writing articles involving climate change learn the basics of science
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communication, which is undoubtedly a paradigm shift for newsrooms; however, given the size
of the crisis at hand, paradigm shifts are not too small an idea.
Overall, politicians should not be the faces of the climate issue. This study was limited to
two newspapers with significant political columns, so these conclusions cannot be applied to
every climate change article across the board; National Geographic and international
newspapers, for instance, would likely provide much different—and potentially more hopeful—
results. Regardless, the popularity of the newspapers chosen, and the relative popularity of the
articles, suggests that policy and the work of politicians has become more of a central tenet in
mainstream climate change discourse than science-based expositions and debates. Two of the
most trusted and well-read newspapers in the country perpetuate negative external efficacy
messaging, a bias toward the global north, and decontextualized threat information; thus, a
change within their newsrooms could help spur change in similar papers.
An important expansion of this study, then, would be to analyze reader responses through
relevant lenses. This study relies on prior psychological research to predict audience responses to
articles but does not analyze the Facebook comments or comment sections on the NYT and WSJ
sites themselves. It also does not analyze other mediums for discourse, such as Twitter replies,
Instagram comments, surveys or focus groups. This study would be much more extensive,
intensive, and requires far more filters, but comparing the content of the discourse to the
psychology studies utilized here would provide useful feedback as to what information in an
article has an effect—negative or positive—and what does not.
The nature of social media discourse, especially on Twitter and Facebook, is heavily
influenced by headlines. The statistics for the WSJ and NYT Facebook pages, as well as their
websites, are not publicly available, so it is not possible to include in this study how many
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readers are just reading headlines before commenting or sharing and how many are actually
clicking on and reading articles. If the articles in this study earned their popularity due to the
impact of their headlines alone, then this becomes an important point of consideration for
journalists; how can a writer or editor provide context and a well-rounded story in a headline
alone, especially when headlines in the age of social media are meant to generate as many
“clicks” as possible? The answer is rather dependent on private interaction statistics known only
to the NYT and WSJ, as well as dependent on what parts of the story were left out as the key
frame of the story was determined.
A fair number of the most popular articles that came up in the Facebook searches were
op-eds. This study sought hard news, fact-based journalism and analyzing these op-eds in
combination would have convoluted the results and shown patterns that would have been too
different from the hard news articles to be thoroughly studied. However, the popularity of
opinion climate change articles suggest that they have a significant influence on the conversation
that should not be understated. It is far more difficult to propose a paradigm shift for op-ed
journalism, given that it ties so closely to the American ideal of free speech and any proposed
guidelines for op-ed journalism—that are not writing conventions—would be quickly vetoed. As
such, the field of op-ed journalism as is should be examined: what is the extent of its influence?
Should newspapers like the NYT and the WSJ set higher standards for the level of reporting
involved in their op-eds? Is it more or less than hard news climate media? To which are readers
more likely to meaningfully respond?
Finally, any article, whether it is focused on political inaction or a specific ecological
issue, must pair threat information with messaging promoting positive internal efficacy.
Encouraging community consensus and collaboration could be an important factor here: if there
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is demonstrated strength in numbers, and proof that these “numbers” can and do come together,
learned helplessness could be dismantled. The leading newspapers provide ample—but not
always wholly contextualized—threat information. Yet, they often fail to illustrate how others
have successfully acted for change, nor do they always equip readers with the information to do
so. A mindful shift toward the quality of individual articles may help combat the culture of
hopelessness.
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