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the role of mass media

“Few things are as much a 
part of our lives as the 

news…it has become a sort of 
instant historical record of the 
pace, progress, problems, and 

hopes of society.”
~ W. Lance Bennett, 2002

consensus/convergence contention
VIA MASS MEDIA
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Western Europe and North America
Australia/New Zealand, Middle East, 
Asia, Eastern Europe, South Africa   

World Newspaper Coverage of Global 
Warming/Climate Change, 1987-2006
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anthropogenic climate science
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• 2007 IPCC AR4 WGI
“Most of the observed increase in globally 

averaged temperatures since the mid-20th 
century is very likely due to the observed 
increase in anthropogenic greenhouse 
gas concentrations"

• 2004 Oreskes study in Science

• 2000 Crowley study in Science

• IPCC 2001 TAR

• IPCC 1995 SAR

• The Keeling Curve (1957 )

IPCC WGI 2007 fig SPM.4
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from where does the science come?
[adapted from Taylor and Buttel 1992, Hajer 1995, Adger et al, 2001] 

a ‘managerial’ community 
– draws authority from science
– often top-down processes
– macro-level focus

from      
The Onion 
(2005)

Intergovernmental Panel on      
Climate Change (IPCC)
– top climate scientists from           

planet Earth
– consensus processes
– largely seen as legitimate 

communicator of climate research
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multi-scale factors, pressures & processes

Carvalho and  Burgess (2005)

framing, power and 
the power  of framing the attention 

economy

citizen 
engagement and 

awareness

CONTEXT
• political landscape

• economic drivers 
and factors

• social conventions

• cultural influences

• institutional 
pressures

• ethical frameworks

• technical capacity

• journalistic norms 
and values
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journalistic norms and pressures

“Because of the nature of 
the news business, it is 
difficult to write about it 
[climate change]… it runs 
against the grain of a lot of 
news conventions”
~ from interview with Robert McClure, 

Seattle Post-Intelligencer

Drama-
tization

Authority-
Order

Interacting Journalistic Norms

Personalization

Novelty
BalanceInputs:

information

issues news

Outputs:

media 
coverage

events

the public arena of mass-media production,    
where journalistic norms interact    

in Boykoff & Boykoff (2007)
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‘balanced reporting’

“Balance aims for neutrality. It requires 
that reporters present the views of 
legitimate spokespersons of the 
conflicting sides in any significant 
dispute, and provide both sides 
with roughly equal attention.”

~ Robert Entman, 1989

“ …a surrogate for validity checks”
~ Dunwoody and Peters, 1992
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some results from U.S. newspaper and television 
coverage of anthropogenic climate change

‘balance as bias’
53% of newspaper stories ‘balanced’

significantly divergent from consensus 1990-2002

70% of television segments ‘balanced’
significantly diverged from consensus 1995-2004
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United States and United Kingdom 
Newspaper Coverage of Climate Change
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United States: the Los Angeles Times, the New York Times,           
USA Today, the Wall Street Journal, and the Washington Post

United Kingdom: The Guardian (and Observer), The Times
(and Sunday Times), The Independent (and Sunday Independent)
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2004
Feb AprJune Aug Oct Dec Feb AprJune Aug Oct Dec Feb AprJune Aug Oct Dec
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US & UK newspapers 2003-2006
some results: bias as balance update

• UK ‘quality’ newspapers no 
significant divergence over the 4 years

•US ‘prestige-press’ newspapers 
‘significant’ ‘balanced reporting’ in 
2003-2004

• but US newspaper reporting 
no significant divergence in 2005-2006
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ongoing challenges
‘home country effects’: politics and contrarians

- salient moral v. political issue
- entrenchment of carbon-based industry interests

context and labeling
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further examples of
ongoing challenges ~ opportunities for improvements

journalists and editors
– headlines 
– political economic issues:  

generalists vs. specialists

scientists
– fear factor:  consistency of 

interactions
– salience of analogies, metaphors

policy makers/ policy actors
– time demands, communications
– better understand role of science

citizens/media consumers
– priorities, time-horizons, 

demands
– scientific literacy

from The Onion (2005)
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ongoing considerations

• represents contestations in 
other/wider struggles of  
science, politics and society

• watch this (contested) space!

• many challenges remain: 
opportunities for reframing?

hots
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thank you

breaking news…
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