
Science
Climate Change

and Policy

Stephen H. Schneider, Armin RosencranzT

Michael D. Mastrandrea, and Kristin Kuntz-Duriseti

ISLANDPRESS
Washington I Covelo I London



Copyright @ 2010 Island Press

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book
may be reproduced in any form or by any means without permission in writing from the publisher: Island
Press, l7l8 ConnecticutAve., NW, Suite 300, Washin$on, DC 20009.

ISI-AND PRESS is a trademark of the Center for Resource Economics.

Schneider, Stephen H.
Climate change science and policy / Stephen H. Schneider . . . [et al.].

P . c m .
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-l-r972|566-9 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN-I0: l-1972|1667 (cloth: alk. paper)
ISBN-I 3: 97 8-l-597265676 (pbk. : alk. paper)
ISBN-I0: l-5972G567-5 (pbk. : alk. paper) l. Climatic changes-Government policy. 2. Greenhouse

gases-Environmental aspects. 3. Environmental policy-lnternational cooperation.4. Science and
state. I. Title.

QC981.8 .C5S3558 2010
)63.7)8'7456-dcZ2 2009017101

Printed

@
on recycled, acid-free paper

Manufactured in the United States ofAmerica
1 0 9 8 7 6 r 4 ) 2 r



Chapter 40

I'J ewspaper and Television Coverage

AenoN M. McCRTcHT eNo RacHAEL L. SHworr,r

Introduction

During the last two decades, social scientists
have conducted an impressive number of
studies on U.S. mass media coverage of cli-
mate change. In this chapter, we summarize
some of the more robust findings from re-
search on the amount and content of this cov-
erage.l We limit our review to newspaper and
television coverage for two reasons. First, de-
spite rising numbers of people using the Inter-
net, newspapers and television news remain
the two most widely used media sources. Sec-
ond, most scholars to date have focused their
research on television news and especially
newspapers. We end this chapter with some
brief suggestions for increasing the quality of
mass media coverage of climate change to in-
crease public awareness and understanding.

The Amount of Climate
Change Coverage

Although some climate scientists had been
working to focus public attention on climate
change throughoutthe 1970s and 1980s, mass

media attention to climate change was mini-
mal prior to 1988.2 Then, as seen in figure
40.1, climate change experienced a rush of
media attention between the middle of 1989
and early 1990 for several reasons.3 Con-
cerned scientists and environmental activists
effectively connected climate change to more
popular issues such as nuclear winter and
ozone depletion.a Also, the exheme drought
during the summer of 1988 led many Ameri-
cans to feel greater vulnerability to climatic
forces.5 Finally, in his dramatic testimony in
front of a Senate committee in June 1988,
James Hansen athibuted the abnormally hot
weather plaguing our nation to global warm-
ing, confirming some Americans' fears.6

Between 1993 and 1996, media attention
decreased to levels lower than the peak cover-
age from 1990 to 1992 but higher than pre-
1988 levels.z This is consistent with the expec-
tations of the issue-attention cycle model and
the public arenas model.s Both perspectives
predict that after an initial media explosion,
later media coverage will experience short
bursts of increased attention corresponding
with significant social or political events; yet,
these short bursts rarely are expected to ex-
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Frcunr 4o.r. Frequency of Climate Change News Articles in Top Five Circulating U.S. Newspa-
pers, 1985 to 2006. Data were compiled for the USAToday,WaII Streetloumal,NewYorkTimes,Los
AngelesTimes, andWashingtonPost for all news articles containing the terms "climate change" or"global warming" in the headline or lead paragraph.
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ceed that of the initial peak. However, we see
that the case of climate change in major news-
papers does not follow this pattern.

The total number of climate change sto-
ries for 1997 more than doubled the previous
peaks in 1990 and 1992, but has been over-
shadowed by the unprecedented upsurge in
coverage in recent years. We may attribute the
1997 peak almost solely to the events sur-
rounding the December 1997 Kyoto Confer-
ence, which established climate change as a
major issue in global political arenas. Yet,
newspaper coverage of climate change in the
six years following Kyoto dropped to levels
equivalent to those of the early 1990s. How-
ever, beginning in 2004,we have experienced
a sizable spike in climate change articles. Un-
like the 1997 peak, no one event or story has
driven this increased media attention. Indeed,
newspaper editors have published climate
change news articles in all sections of these
major newspapers, on topics including sci-

ence, entertainment, sports, health, econom-
ics, and lifestyles. Arguably, climate change
appears to have become routinized, whereby
editors perceive it as a wide-ranging, newswor-
thy topic deserving regular attention in and of
itself, independent of any new event or new
finding.

S ome E xistin g Questions
for Future Research

Reporters have been writing news stories
about a large range of social, political, eco-
nomic, and cultural topics related to climate
change. It appears as though climate change
coverage is becoming more ubiquitous, not
just in newspapers but also in popular maga-
zines, radio news, and,television news. This
raises important questions. What is fueling
this trend of increasing media coverage? How
long will it continue? Might there eventually



be some degree of saturation or burnout
among news audiences? Is all media coverage
equal, and what impact will this media cover-
age have on American public opinion and
policy making?

What fuels media coverage of climate
change continues to be an important question,
and existing theoretical perspectives often fall
short of a satisfactory explanation. The rela-
tionship between meteorological phenomena
and climate change coverage in newspapers
and television news is far from clear. For in-
stance, an investigation of the relationship be-
tween local temperature in NewYork Cityand
the District of Columbia and the coverage of
climate change in the New York Times and
Washington Posf, respectively, found no rela-
tionship between temperature and coverage
in Washington, but did find a modest positive
relationship in New York City.e Weather was
"undoubtedly not the most important deter-
minant of attention to climate issues."l0 In-
stead, political events and the release of sci-
entific reports are more likely to influence
the amount of attention climate change re-
ceives.ll Yielding similar results for television
media, a study covering the period 1968 to
1996 found no association between U.S. net-
work television coverage of exheme weather
events and the amount of climate change cov-
erage.t2 These initial findings abouta possible
relationship between meteorological events
and climate change coverage in newspapers
and television news should motivate scholars
to systematically investigate the extent to
which recent exheme meteorological phe-
nomena (e.g., th-e 2004 tsunami and the 2004
and 2005 Atlantic hurricane seasons) have had
an influence on climate change coverage in
the mass media.

Two related factors conspire againsta clear
explanation of the amount of climate change
media coverage since the mid-1990s. First,
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the two main theoretical perspectives guiding
much of this research (the issue-attention cy-
cle and the public arenas model) say little
about the amount of media attention an issue
garners after its initial media explosion. In-
deed, the sheer magnitude of climate change
news articles in 1997 and since 2004 con-
hadicts the expectations of both perspec-
tives, thus demanding substantial theoretical
revision.

Second, social scientists have not yet ana-
lyzed mass media coverage since the late
1990s as systematically and in the same detail
as they did for coverage a decade earlier. This
gap is significant since two major IPCC re-
ports have been published in this time pe-
riod.l3 Greater analysis of mass media cover-
age during this time will help us examine the
reasonable assertion that the publication of
scientific reports significantly affects climate
change news coverage.t4 Furthermore, the
large increase in climate change news cover-
age in 2006 and early 2007, while Al Gore's
AnlnconyenientTruth was making millionb of
dollars in theaters and then winningAcademy
Awards, calls for an analysis of the roles of po-
litical elites and/or social celebrities for driv-
ing media attention.

Thus, we put a premium upon examining
the long-term hends in U.S. mass media cov-
erage of climate change. One promising ex-
ample of such research indicates that U.S.
coverage is characterized by a cyclicity that is
tied to specific joumalistic cultural practices,
a topic to which we tum in the next section.l5

The Content of Climate
Change Coverage

Early news stories on climate change relied
heavily on conventional climate scientists as

sources. Over time, however, political actors
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and corporate representatives edged outscien-

tific experts as the dominant sources in these

news stories.l6 With this shift in sources

around l99l to 1992, the news media altered

its focus from stories about climate science to

stories about policy responses.lT At the same

time, opposition to mainstream climate sci-

ence began to emerge with the growing con-

cern overthe economic costs ofbindingaction

and the ascent of the George H. W. Bush ad-

minishation.l8 In general, support for main-

sheam climate science knowledge claims was

greater in news stories than in opinion-

editorial articles, where the ideas of a few cli-

mate change contrarians flourished.l9

lmportant lnfluences
on Media Content

In general, U.S. mass media coverage of cli-

mate change siirce the early 1990s has focused

disproportionately upon the uncertainty of

climate science knowledge claims, scientific

controversy, and the economic costs of bind-
ing international action.2o For example, the

New York Times emphasized conflicts be-

tween scientists and politicians and potential
negative impacts of climate change policy sig-

nificantly more than did the French news-

paper Ie Monde.zl Likewise, the New Yorft

Times and Washington Post reported uncer-
tainty about global warming theory in 57 per-
cent and 58 percent of their articles, respec-
tively, while Finlandt Hesinging Sanomat
and the NewZealandHerald each only high-
lighted such uncertainty in 9 percent of their
climate change articles.22 In general, a pro-
corporate bias often arises in newspaper cover-
age of climate change in the Chistian Sci-
ence Monitor, N ew York Times, San Francisco
Chronicle, and Washington Post.z'

Many scholars have tried to explain these

trends by highlighting (t) the political econ-

omy of American mass media; (Z) prevailing

iournalistic norms in America; (3) the occu-

pational culture within American journalism;

and (4) the rise of organized interests attempt-

ing to exploit these factors for their own gain.

In explaining the pro-corporate biases and

persistence of uncertainty in U.S. news cov-

erage of climate change, some researchers

have focused on the broader structure of the

media and corporate power in the United

States.za Since the U.S. economy is much

more dependent upon fossil fuels than are

the economies of Finland and New Zea-

land, economic realities influence trends in

media coverage: "There is a vested interest on

the part of the petrochemical industries to ex-

tend the debate and to sow uncertainty re-

garding the overwhelming scientific consen-

sus regarding global warming. Without such

a vested interest, New Zealand and Finland

have media that generally follow scientific

consensus on the matter."25

Second, some scholars have argued that

prevailing American journalistic norms facili-

tate the perpetuation of dominant ideologies

and the status quo.26 Central to this blueprint

is the media's "balancing norm," or the equa-

tion of "objectivity" with presenting "both

sides of the story." Thus, news stories on con-

troversial topics follow a pro-and-con model,

where extreme views are contrasted and the

reporter concludes by claiming the issue is

unresolved-allowing the dramatic narrative

to continue but also instilling confusion and

passivity in the general public.27

Several scholars have expressed concern

about how the mediat balancing norm in sci-

ence reporting produces what we refer to

above as the "dueling scientists scenario."28

Reporters solicit statements from scientists
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tion in their news stories from climate change
contrarians with known ties to the fossil fuels
industry.32

Fourth, anti-environmental groups, such
as the American conservative movement and
the fossil fuels industry have mobilized since
the early 1990s to challenge the legitimacy of
climate science knowledge claims supporting
the assertion thatglobal warming is a real prob-
lem.3l These vested interest groups were suc-
cessful in capitalizing on the pro-business bias
and existing journalistic norms to promote the
voices ofclimate change contrarians.3a Trends
in the use of two groups of scientific sources
(five elite climate scientists and five climate
change contrarians) in all climate change
news articles from 1990 to 1997 inseven of the
top circulating U.S. newspapers reveal that the
five contrarians achieved approximate parity
in citations with some of the most renowned
experts in the field. The 1994 Republican
takeover of Congress and the concomitant
rightward shift in national political culture
created opportunities for anti-environmental
groups to aggressively manipulate the journal-

istic balancing norm that produces the duel-
ing scientists scenario.

While some anti-environmental groups
have accepted the international scientific con-
sensus on climate change, a surprising num-
ber of organizations in the American conserva-
tive movement (e.g., Competitive Enterprise
Institute) and in the fossil fuels industry (e.g.,
ExxonMobil) continue to challenge climate
science in order to prevent the likely regula-
tion of carbon dioxide emissions.35 More re-
cently, the increasing amount of mass me-
dia coverage devoted to the politicization of
climate science, such as NASA's efforts to
keep climate scientists from telling the truth
about their findings, may increase the publict
awareness of how political actors manipulate

409

holding the most exheme views regarding a
scientific issue, even when mostscientists hold
moderate positions between the extremes and
may tend toward a consensus position. This
false dichotomy confounds what is widely
acCepted knowledge, what is a highly rp.",rl"-
tive claim, and what is a value iudgment.29

Third, other scholars also have claimed
that the occupational dynamics and culture of
American journalism further facilitate recent
trends in climate change coverage in the U.S.
mass media. A few studies have begun to en-
gage news reporters directly to better under-
stand what they know and how they make de-
cisions in the contexts of power and culfure
described above. Indicating the difficulty in
separating out science and politics in climate
change, weather forecasters, a group with ex-
pectedly high science literacy, had wide-
spread misconceptions about basic climate
science, which were connected to the fore-
caster's values and beliefs about climate
change.l0 Those television and newspaper re-
porters who use scientists as sources and spend
the most time reporting environmental issues
had the greatest amount of knowledge about
climate science and areas of consensus.Sl
More than a third of surveyed reporters iden-
tified newspapers, which often reported "du-

els," as the main source of their climate
change information; only 20 percent of re-
porters identified scientists as their primary in-
formation source, and only l5 percent relied
on science journals.

The practice of using other newspaper re-
ports as a source of information is a houbling
one as "food chain" journalism is likely to de-
crease the accuracy of the story. Wire services
play a significant role in this; an explosion
of misinformation ripples through the mass
media when wire services or news service
providers get significant amounts of informa-
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science to promote their own agenda: "Com-

plaints about the Bush administration's inter-

ference with communication of climate sci-

ence have led to a 'public accountability'

frame that has helped move the issu'e away

from uncertainty to political wrongdoing."l6

Increasing the Quality
of Climate Change Coverage

Given that most Americans get their informa-

tion about climate change from mass media

and since mostAmericans misunderstand cli-
mate change, we argue for increasing the
quality of mass media coverage of climate

change.37 To this effect, we end with four sug-

gestions for increasing public awareness and

understanding of climate change.l8
Newspapers and television impose great

limitations on scientific communication. Tel-

evision news stories are often less than one
minute. Newspaper articles are written for a
fifth-grade level of comprehension. At a mini-

mum, all parties responsible for communi-
cating climate change to the general public
(henceforth "communicators") should be

aware of the nature and extent of these limita-

tions. We may increase this awareness by bet-
ter educating scientists about journalistic

norms and journalists about scientific norms.
Moving beyond awareness to providing scien-
tists with the tools they need to best communi-
cate within these constraints, such as how to

prepare for an interview, is also an important

step.
Second, given that stories about climate

change are steeped in scientific details, com-
municators should convey the scientific con-
sensus and limitations to current knowledge
according more to scientific norms of evi-
dence rather than to iournalistic norms of

"balance." Whenever possible, communica-

tors should help increase the scientific literacy

of their mass audience by explaining how sci-

entists become more confident about knowl-

edge claims, especially regarding the use of

probability statements. Furthermore, com-

municators should clarifr that just because

the implications of scientific findings may be

conhoversial with some groups in society, this

does not mean that the actual scientific theo-

ries, methods, and bodies of evidence are con-

troversial within the Scientific community.

Third, communicators should consistently

expose the motivations, strategies, and goals of

the climate change contrarians who lend

pseudoscientific legitimacy to attempts at oh'

fuscating scientific communication for the

narrow material and ideological interests of

fossil fuels organizations and conservative
think tanks.se In September 2006, Britain's

leading scientific association, the Royal Soci-

ety, disclosed its findings that ExxonMobil had

funded thirty-nine organizations that misrep

resent the consensus on climate change and

asked ExxonMobil to stop these practices.40ln

January 7007,the Union of Concerned Scien-

tists in the United States followed suit by blow-

ing the whistle on ExxonMobil for the $16
million it provided between 1998 and 2005 to

forty-three ideological and advoca cy organiza'

tions to mislead the U.S. public by discrediting
the science behind global warming.4l

Finally, communicators should acknowl-

edge that the crux of the climate change de-

bate at this time is a conflict over values, not

science. By putting the conflicting values di-

rectly in the public eye, communicators may

more honestly discuss the larger political,

cultural, social, and economic contexts of cli-

mate change. Along these lines, communica-

tors should highlight what different individu-

als and groups (e.g., organizations, cities, and



states) are doing in response to climate
change. Communicators could use varied
cases embodying different values to promote

an insighffirl national discussion of the politi-
cal, culfural, social, and economic contexts of
climate change.
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