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Climate change is an ‚unobtrusive‘ issue … 

…  complex,  

Nature 2010 
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Climate change is an ‚unobtrusive‘ issue … 

…  complex, large-scale, 

IPCC 2014 (2007) 
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Climate change is an ‚unobtrusive‘ issue … 

…  complex, large-scale, with major 

implications in the future 

 

DARA 2013 
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… which many people experience via media  

…  complex, large-scale, with major 

implications in the future 

 

…  it is an „unobtrusive“ issue, and 

therefore, media communication  

about climate change is important 
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The research field … 

…  has expanded  

over time 

 

…  diversified itself in terms 

of the analysed countries, 

media 

 

…  but gaps & analytical 

challenges remain – TV  

is under-researched,  

there is a ‚Western‘ bias 

and a focus on 

‚responsible‘ countries, 

but not ‚vulnerable‘ ones   
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Introduction 

Where have we been? 
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Stakeholder Communication and 
Agenda Building  

• different modes of agenda building with 
prominent involvement of scientists: 
successful scientific agenda building in 
GER, persistant „climate denial machine“ 
(McCright & Dunlap 2011) in US  

We‘ve been to many interesting places  

Der Spiegel 33/1986 
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Stakeholder Communication and 
Agenda Building  

• different modes of agenda building with 
prominent involvement of scientists: 
successful scientific agenda building in 
GER, persistant „climate denial machine“ 
(McCright & Dunlap 2011) in US  

 

„Climate Journalists“  

• professionalization of „climate journalists“ 
who mostly share IPCC positions 

 

The Audience: Use and Effects   

• media as important & trustworthy sources 
of information about climate change 

• agenda setting effects, cognitive effects; 
but limited or no discernible attitudinal and 
behavioral effects 

 

 

We‘ve been to many interesting places  

Sampei & Aosagi 2009 
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Media attention in 27 
Countries over 15 Years  

• using quality print media, 
1996-2010 

• approx. 150,000 articles  

• measuring percentage of 
entire coverage that 
mentions CC 

• using complex search 
strings and extensive 
manual cross-checks  

CC is a relevant media issue around the world 
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CC is a relevant media issue around the world 

Schmidt et 

al. 2014 

 

Media attention in 27 
Countries over 15 Years  
• attention rises in all 

countries, particularly 

since mid-2000s 

• overall attention levels 

comparatively high (e.g. 

compared to „genohype“ 

(Racine et al. 2006)) 

• pronounced peaks 

around certain events, 

particularly COP 15 in 

2009  
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India  
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Triggers of media 
attention for climate 
change 
• showing low importance 

of climate/weather 

events  

• high importance of key 

events, esp. political 

events as well as of 

political and NGO activity   

Media coverage is triggered mainly by socio-politics  
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Trend towards societal 
issues in climate change 
reporting over time 
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A „societal turn“ in media coverage  

Trend towards societal 
issues in climate change 
reporting over time 

 

• not merely a science issue  
anymore: issue moves  
from science desk to  
politics & economy 

 

• content of coverage less 
scientific, more political  
& economic 

 

 

Ivanova 2013 

scientific  

political 

economic 

Kirilenko & Stepchenkova 2012 
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But considerable differences remain  

Apart from temporal 
changes and general 
trends, differences in 
content between 
countries/regions remain 

 

• in the focus on science and 
the degree of climate  
change “skepticism”  

Painter & Ashe 

2012 
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But considerable differences remain  

Apart from temporal 
changes and general 
trends, differences in 
content between 
countries/regions remain 

 

• in the focus on science and 
the degree of climate  
change “skepticism”  

• in the degree of 
ethnocentrism  

• in the framing of climate 
change between the  
‘Global North’ and ‘South’ 

vgl. Schmidt 2015 
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Where should we be headed?  

Follow the „societal turn“! Focus 

on communication about socio-

political implications more. 

Account for the diversification of 

the media! Include online, social 

and mobile media as well as 

fictional/entertainment content. 

Account for multimodality! Include 

(audio)visuals and account for 

their interaction. 

Connect media presentation to 

consumption!   

De-Westernize Research! And 

analyse the (potential) 

transnationalization of 

communication. 
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Scientific analysis of climate change communication… 

Conclusion 
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Conclusion 

Several of those challenges can be 

addressed with a new kind of 

interdisciplinarity 

• “big” data is available: newspaper 

databases, social media, even some 

TV archives, … 

• we need to adapt our theories and 

methods for that, combining 

disciplinary approaches  
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Thank you for your attention! 

Mike S. Schäfer 

m.schaefer@ipmz.uzh.ch; Twitter @mss7676 
www.ipmz.uzh.ch/Abteilungen/Wissenschaftskommunikation.html 


